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1 | Introduction 
	
1.1. Research Problem 
On its own, the archaeological record can present an abstract collection of features and 
artifacts. The main issue in any archaeological excavation is to make sense of the data 
gathered. In recent years, excavation strategies in the insular Caribbean have increasingly 
focused on gaining as a much a horizontal as a vertical understanding of the site (e.g., 
Keegan 1994). This refocus in field work strategy has resulted in several large-scale 
excavations in the islands such as En Bas Saline in Haiti (Deagan 2004), El Cabo in the 
Dominican Republic (Hofman et al. 2006; Samson 2009, 2010, 2013), Golden Rock on St. 
Eustatius (Versteeg and Schinkel 1992), Anse à la Gourde on Guadeloupe (Bright 2003; 
Delpuech et al. 1999; Hofman et al. 2001; Morsink 2006), Tanki Flip on Aruba (Versteeg 
and Rostain 1997), and now El Flaco, also in the Dominican Republic (e.g., Hofman 2015, 
2016, 2017; Hofman and Hoogland 2015; Hofman et al. 2018a).  
 
These research projects have generated incredibly large bodies of archaeological data, 
sometimes colloquially referred to as ‘clouds’. The use of the term ‘village’ or ‘settlement’ 
to refer to these large clusters of materials and features can be misleading as they are 
often the result of decades, sometimes hundreds of years, of occupation. The so-called 
‘clouds’ present the accumulation of generation upon generation of inhabitation, wherein 
structures, features, and artifacts are built, used, repaired, repurposed, and abandoned. 
So, how do archaeologists make sense of these ‘clouds’ in a well-informed and meaningful 
way that accurately narrates the spatial and temporal development of these 
archaeological sites? 
 
Analogy lies at the heart of sense-making (González-Ruibal 2016). Although fervently 
avoided in archaeological literature due to the colonialist connotations that have become 
increasingly associated with the word (e.g., Gosden 1999; Gosselain 2016; Gould and 
Watson 1982), it effectively describes the dynamic of comparison and contrast inherent 
in sense-making. In this study, I follow Wylie (1985, 2002) and Mans (2012) in that 
archaeological interpretations are formed on the basis of an analogy and the constraints 
on the archaeological data which it simultaneously poses. In other words, archaeologists 
make sense of their data by comparing it to available knowledge or personal experience. 
However, this knowledge or personal experience cannot be uncritically projected on 
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archaeological data but must be confronted with the evidence the archaeological data 
presents. In this process, both similarities and differences become evident (see also David 
and Kramer 2001; Politis 2015; Wylie 2002). Nevertheless, I refrain from using analogy 
and rather adopt the use of conceptualization as it emphasizes the inspirational character 
of the available knowledge, rather than implying that one-to-one similarities must be 
sought, whilst also leaving room for the archaeological data to speak for itself.  
 
Despite the critiques on the approach, in recent years several ethnoarchaeological studies 
have been conducted in Amazonian region (e.g., Bowser 2002; Duin 2009, 2014; Lathrap 
1970; Mans 2012, 2014; Petersen et al. 2001; Politis 2015; Rostain 2017a; Siegel and Roe 
1984; see Politis 2015 for an extensive overview). On account of the historic migratory 
ties between the mainland of South America and the peoples of the insular Caribbean 
(e.g., Callaghan 2011; Keegan and Hofman 2017; Rodríguez Ramos 2013; Rodríguez 
Ramos et al. 2013; Wilson et al. 1998), the former has been embraced to conceptualize 
the archaeological record of the latter in several foregoing studies (e.g., Duin 1998; 
Hofman et al. 2008a, 2008b; Siegel 2010), albeit not very widely.  
 
In this study, three features of the Late Ceramic Age site of El Flaco in the northwestern 
Dominican Republic (see fig. 1) will be conceptualized based on contextual knowledge 
gathered from pre-colonial and modern Amazonia and the pre-colonial insular Caribbean. 
These include posthole features, hearth features, and mounds.1 Through the analysis and 
conceptualization of the spatial organization of these three features independently and 
in relation to each other, this study aims to contribute towards a more informed 
understanding of the pre-colonial activities associated with structure building, cooking, 
and mound building. By understanding how these activities manifest themselves 
materially in the archaeological record, a better understanding of temporal and spatial 
development of pre-colonial villages can be reached. To situate the research in the region 
in which the site of El Flaco is located, several informal studies of contemporary living 
situations have been conducted, and their results will further contribute towards the 
conceptualization of the archaeological record of this archaeological site. 
 
                                                             
1 This study follows Carver (2015, 4) in that “any set of contexts which offers evidence for past 
activity is a feature”. Additionally, features are “any constituent of an archaeological site which is 
not classed as a find or a small find” (Champion 1980, 48). Although mounds were not documented 
as separate features during the excavation of El Flaco – the stratigraphic layers in the mounds were 
documented as separate features – they will be referred to as features in this study.  
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Archaeological excavations were undertaken at El Flaco in two-month campaigns 
between 2013 and 2016. The excavations were conducted in the scope of the project 
Nexus1492: New World Encounters in a Globalising World (henceforth Nexus 1492). 
Nexus 1492 is an ERC-Synergy project funded by the European Research Council. This 
project forms a collaboration between researchers from Leiden University (archaeology 
and heritage studies) under P.I. Prof. Dr. Corinne L. Hofman, the Free University (VU) 
Amsterdam (geochemistry) under P.I. Prof. Gareth R. Davies, and the University of 
Konstanz (network science) under P.I. Prof. Dr. Ulrik Brandes. Furthermore, Nexus 1492 
collaborates with a wide variety of local communities and stakeholders in the circum-
Caribbean, as well as global stakeholders. It addresses intercultural Amerindian-
European-African dynamics at multiple temporal and spatial scales to investigate the 
impacts of colonial encounters in the Caribbean. In doing so, the project aims to place the 
Indigenous past of the Caribbean within a contemporary heritage agenda in order to 
increase awareness and protection of heritage sources (nexus1492.eu). One of the aims 
of the Nexus 1492 fieldwork is to deconstruct the narrative of the village of El Flaco 
through time and space. The scope of the conducted fieldwork at the site, as well as the 
variability of studies of its’ gathered archaeological data currently being conducted by the 
researchers of the Nexus 1492 project, unequivocally demonstrate the extent of such a 
task. The current study hopes to contribute towards this aim. The photos and information 
Figure 1. Digital Elevation Model of the island of Hispaniola, with the location of El Flaco 
marked. Map by E. Herrera Malatesta (adapted from Hofman et al. 2016, 303). 
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of El Flaco used in this research were provided to the author at the courtesy of Nexus 
1492. 
 
 
1.2. Research Objectives and Questions 
This thesis has two main research objectives. The first is to arrive at a well-informed and 
meaningful interpretation of the selected examples of habitation elements encountered 
in the archaeological record of El Flaco. In so doing, it will contribute towards and 
enhanced understanding of the temporal and spatial developments of a pre-colonial 
village in the insular Caribbean. To achieve this, an interpretative visibility (sensu Mans 
2012, 179) intends to inform and inspire interpretations of the archaeological data. This 
interpretative visibility is developed by considering previous research into lifeways of 
Indigenous peoples in pre-colonial and present-day Amazonia and the pre-colonial insular 
Caribbean. This framework will include knowledge of structure form and building 
traditions, cooking traditions specifically focused on the form and constitutive 
components of hearths, and the construction or accumulation and use of mounds. To 
understand how this conceptual knowledge might be useful in archaeological 
interpretations, the research conducted by Mans (2012) and Duin (2009) is consulted. In 
these studies, present-day Amazonian villages were documented using archaeological 
parameters. Their research describes in detail what aspects of the constructed village life 
remain visible in the formation of the archaeological record. The outcomes of these 
studies thus supply this research with a methodological bridge to employ the 
interpretative visibility and the conceptual tools it provides in order to arrive at 
meaningful interpretations of the archaeological record of El Flaco. 
 
The interpretative visibility is developed and enhanced by the inclusion of archaeological 
and ethnographic research in the Amazon and the insular Caribbean. The second objective 
of this research is therefore to test – after contrasting and comparing the archaeological 
record of El Flaco to the gathered knowledge of the interpretative framework – whether 
the contrastive method results in a meaningful interpretation of the archaeological record 
of El Flaco.  
 
These objectives have been brought together to form the main research question of this 
thesis: 
 
 11 
To what extent can contemporary ethnoarchaeological perspectives from Amazonia 
contribute towards our conceptualization of a pre-colonial village in the Caribbean 
through space and time? 
 
To structure the research and contribute towards the answer of the main research 
question, the following questions are central to this research:  
1. How can the methodological parameters of the comparative approach used by Mans 
(2012) and Duin (2009) enhance the interpretative visibility with which the 
archaeological record of El Flaco can be approached? 
2. How does previously conducted archaeological research in the Caribbean contribute 
to the enhancement of the interpretative visibility? 
 
This research should be perceived as a pilot study that investigates the merits of 
employing an ethnoarchaeologically informed methodology to interpret an 
archaeological dataset. As a result, the research attempts to contribute towards the 
understanding of El Flaco’s spatial and temporal development through time. 		
1.3. Theoretical Framework 
This study is focused on the spatial and temporal development of specific elements of 
habitation in one place and the interpretation of these elements based on existing 
knowledge. There are therefore two lines of theoretical debate that should be considered. 
The first is the theoretical definition of place and the second is the use of a comparative 
and contrastive methodology when basing interpretations on existing knowledge, 
especially with reference to an ethnoarchaeological method and approach. 
 
To arrive at a meaningful and practical definition of place, the concept of landscape must 
first be understood. Landscape and the landscape approach are terminologically and 
methodologically eclectic (e.g., Anschuetz et al. 2001). The debate surrounding the 
definition of landscape and coherent methodologies is primarily focused on the degrees 
in which the physical, or natural, environment versus cultural elements give the landscape 
shape and meaning. Although scholars variously situate themselves somewhere along this 
‘nature-culture spectrum’, landscapes are commonly identified as “worlds of cultural 
product which represent the record of dynamic processes of human interaction with their 
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environment” (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 191). Of course, landscape approaches are primarily 
used in regionally focused studies, incorporating multiple archaeological sites. In this 
research, I follow the landscape approach developed by Ingold (1993, 2000) as recently 
implemented by Herrera Malatesta (2018). Ingold defines landscape as a creation of 
human activity within a particular environmental context. The environmental context 
consists of physical elements that are independent actors which are continuously 
susceptive to change. Place, in this approach, is defined as the sum of human activity in a 
specific environmental context (Ingold 2007, 2011; see also Anschuetz et al. 2001). 
According to Herrera Malatesta place is synonymous with the archaeological site (Herrera 
Malatesta 2018, 44-45). To bridge the theoretical concept of landscape and place to a 
workable and practical methodology, Ingold developed the concept of taskscape. The 
taskscape describes the outcomes (a mark, a sign, a memory) of human activity within an 
environmental context. So, how does the regional approach of the taskscape fit an 
analysis of archaeological remains at a local level?  
 
If the archaeological site, the place, is defined as the environmental context wherein 
taskscapes occur, then essentially, we can think of human activity within this context as 
place-based taskscapes. These taskscapes can refer to a wide range of types of 
archaeological remains that are the outcomes of specific forms of human activity within 
the environmental context. This study is thus focused on three place-based taskscapes 
within the environmental context of the pre-colonial village of El Flaco: structure building, 
cooking, and mound building.  
 
As mentioned previously, this research emphasizes that analogy lies at the heart of every 
archaeological interpretation. The key to dealing with analogy is to accentuate contrast 
and comparison, rather than stressing the need to equate one issue to another. There are 
two components to every analogy: the source and the subject. Knowledge of the source 
can help to understand what is perceived of the subject. Yet, the subject can also resist 
and challenge the source with new and different information (Fogelin 2007; Mans 2012; 
Wylie 1982, 1985, 2002). In other words, knowledge from ethnographic sources can help 
to identify what is seen in the archaeological record. However, the information from the 
ethnographic source should not be seen as principle truths. Rather, there should be room 
for the archaeological data to present new information despite the ethnographic 
knowledge that it was initially compared to and contrasted with. In this study, the source 
consists of two components: 1) the information gathered from the review of 
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archaeological and ethnographic sources focused on the pre-colonial and contemporary 
Amazon region, and from the archaeological sources focused on the pre-colonial 
Caribbean; and 2) the information gathered through the development of the contrastive 
methodology based on the research by Mans (2012) and Duin (2009). Moreover, 
information gathered from the three informal case studies of modern living situations in 
the northwestern region of the Dominican Republic aims to further enhance the 
interpretative visibility gathered through the review of archaeological, ethnographic, and 
ethnoarchaeological literature. The subject, of course, is the selected examples of 
features encountered in the archaeological record of El Flaco. As previously mentioned, 
in this study, the process of contrasting and comparing the source to the subject will be 
defined as conceptualization. This use of this term follows material studies conducted in 
the Caribbean region (e.g., Hofman et al. 2008a, 2008b; Petitjean Roget 1995; Rouse 
1992).  
 
 
1.4. Scientific and Societal Relevance 
The outcome of this research aims to reemphasize the value of ethnoarchaeological 
studies and the use of conceptualizations in archaeological interpretations. It advocates 
for a change in attitude when it comes to the use of analogy and proposes a strategy to 
use analogical or conceptual thinking in an appropriate, sensitive, and meaningful way. 
Furthermore, this study hopes to contribute to the growing body of research that 
emphasizes the continuity and persistence of cultural traditions and customs in to the 
modern day, specifically with respect to the ordering of the habitation space, in the 
northwestern Dominican Republic. In so doing, it attempts to provide further evidence for 
the ongoing research conducted in the scope of the Nexus 1492 project, in understanding 
the spatial layout of pre-colonial villages in the northwestern regions of the Dominican 
Republic, and their development through time. Most importantly, this research hopes to 
make a meaningful contribution to the understanding of pre-colonial, Indigenous history 
for the people who inhabit the studied region nowadays.  
 
 
1.5. Structure of Chapters 
Chapter two will provide an overview of current knowledge of structures, hearths, and 
mounds in Amazonia and the insular Caribbean. This chapter is split into three sections. 
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The first section considers the three features from an archaeological perspective. The 
examples presented in this section have all been extracted from archaeological studies 
focused on the pre-colonial Amazonian region. The second section considers the same 
features, but from an ethnographic perspective. The examples included have been 
extracted from twentieth- and twenty-first-century studies into the lifeways of Indigenous 
peoples in the Amazon region. Finally, the third section provides an overview of current 
knowledge of structures, hearths, and mound build-up in the pre-colonial insular 
Caribbean. The information presented in this section is based purely on archaeological 
research conducted in the area. The information presented in this chapter forms the basis 
of the interpretative visibility. 
 
Chapter three evaluates the concepts and approaches that provide the theoretical 
framework for this study. This chapter will first outline the uses of the landscape approach 
in archaeology and define the concept of place used employed in this study. After, it 
delves deeper into the concept of taskscape developed by Ingold (1993, 2000) and as 
recently implemented by Herrera Malatesta (2018). The taskscape approach can provide 
an adequate framework with which to distil the regional landscape approach to a study 
that is focused on one particular place. This chapter will furthermore consider the debate 
surrounding the use of analogy in archaeology and ethnoarchaeology. Here, some of the 
criticisms directed at the use of analogy in archaeology will be addressed and it will be 
argued why the use of conceptualization as a term to refer to the contrastive and 
comparative process that is inevitably inherent in all archaeological interpretation is 
deemed more appropriate.  
 
Chapter four discusses the contrastive methodology embraced in this research. This 
methodology is developed on the basis of the archaeological parameters used in the study 
by Mans (2012) to document the movements of objects and people in the contemporary 
Trio village of Amotopo in Suriname. In this study, the extraction of these archaeological 
parameters has resulted in the formation of a set of non-restrictive guiding principles that 
enhance the interpretative visibility with which the archaeological record of El Flaco will 
be approached, contributing to the conceptualization and interpretation of the 
archaeological remnants of three features of the habitation site. These conceptual tools 
are further supplemented with information from the study by Duin (2009), who 
documented the Wayana village of Espérance in the Guianas in a similar fashion to Mans.  
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Chapter five provides a background to the research area. First, it considers the history of 
human migration into the island of Hispaniola from 4000 BC until the European invasions 
of the Caribbean starting in 1492. In this section of the chapter, knowledge of Indigenous 
lifeways, with specific focus on the built environment, based on ethnohistoric sources is 
also discussed. Next, the history of archaeological research on the island, and particularly 
in the northwestern regions is considered. Finally, this chapter demonstrates three 
contemporary cases of living situations in the northwestern region of the Dominican 
Republic. These cases aim to illustrate a level of cultural persistence of pre-colonial 
traditions in the region, focusing specifically on the way in which the habitation area is 
given form. Thereby, the information contributes further towards the enhancement of 
the interpretative visibility shaped through the gathering of knowledge in chapter 2 and 
the definition of the methodology in chapter 4.  
 
Chapter six presents the archaeological data used in the analysis of this study. Posthole 
features, hearth features, and the stratigraphic profiles of units excavated in the earthen 
wall will be discussed respectively. After an initial consideration of what is perceived of 
the elements based on the available archaeological information, their use and spatial 
interrelations will be conceptualized in light of the interpretative framework. Based on 
these conceptualizations, an interpretation of the studied features is offered.  
 
Finally, chapter seven provides the discussion and the conclusion. In this chapter, the 
presented research is summarized, after which the results will be discussed. The questions 
and the objectives posed in this chapter will be answered. The contrastive methodology 
will then be reflected on, highlighting its’ successes and shortcomings in the process of 
interpretation. This chapter will conclude by presenting several ideas for future research.  
  
 16 
2 | Current State of Affairs 
	
2.1. Introduction 
Identifying contemporary Amerindian cultures as continuums of past Indigenous cultures 
can lead to considerable archaeological misgivings. To avoid misinterpretation and steer 
clear of the tendency to define absolute similarities between culturally and historically 
distinct cultures, the interpretative visibility must be enhanced by gaining as much 
contextual knowledge as possible. This contextual knowledge can then be contrasted with 
archaeological datasets and function as a source of inspiration with which to approach 
and interpret the archaeological record.  
 
This chapter will first present the experimental research by Stéphen Rostain in the 
abandoned village of Maillard, French Guiana, as an example to introduce the value of 
ethnographic information in archaeological interpretations, whilst simultaneously 
highlighting some of the dangers of the approach (see also Rostain 2006, 2011). The 
chapter will continue by presenting contextual knowledge of structures, hearths, and 
mounds gained from archaeological and contemporary ethnographic studies in Amazonia, 
as well as archaeological research of the pre-colonial insular Caribbean.  
 
In the 1990s, Stéphen Rostain conducted an ethnoarchaeological experiment in the 
abandoned Indigenous village of Maillard, in French Guiana (Rostain 2017a). The former 
occupants of the village had relocated to elsewhere in the region at the time of the 
research. Rostain based his initial interpretations of the village exclusively on gathered 
archaeological data, specifically on features and artifacts2. Later, he returned to village 
with the former head of the village (henceforth referred to as captain) to re-evaluate his 
archaeological assumptions with ethnographic evidence (Rostain 2017a, 7-8).  
 
The initial archaeological investigations resulted in the identification of former postholes, 
house plans, latrines, pathways, middens, and discard areas (see fig. 2). It also identified 
                                                             
2 Rostain explains that by focusing solely on features and artifacts for his archaeological 
interpretations he attempts to remain as unbiased as possible. Although he recognizes that cultural 
identity is not defined by material culture alone, the exercise intended to determine who the 
former inhabitants were based entirely on settlement characteristics and material culture (Rostain 
2017a, 7).  
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artifacts that had the potential to contribute to the identification of the former 
inhabitants, planted trees, and a central plaza (Rostain 2017a, 9). 
The interpreted archaeological map provided a spatial image of a village similar to 
contemporaneous Indigenous villages: the largest house was located closest to the central 
plaza, with smaller structures, external latrines, and middens forming the rest of the 
village. The contents of the middens evidenced the everyday practices in and around the 
houses. Small gardens were dotted throughout the village. Basic crops were likely 
cultivated on the nearby raised fields. The overall assemblage of features and artifacts 
lead Rostain to conclude that this village was most likely home to a mixed Kalina/Palikur 
Indigenous group. A wooden bench with typical Palikur (spirit) animal carvings and 
colorful decorations, especially confirmed this interpretation (Rostain 2017a, 15-19).  
 
Following the archaeological study, Rostain returned to the village to compare his 
interpretations with ethnographic evidence provided by the former captain of Maillard. 
The cultural identity of the former inhabitants was partially confirmed; they were Palikur, 
albeit not mixed with Kalina. In fact, many of Rostain’s other archaeological 
interpretations turned out to be inaccurate. For example, the interpretation that the 
captain had inhabited the largest house on the plaza was incorrect. In reality, the captain’s 
brother had lived there, whilst the captain had lived in house 1 (see fig. 2). Houses 6 and 
Figure 2. Archaeological interpretation by Rostain of the abandoned Maillard village (Rostain 
2017a, 12).  
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7 had never been finished and were thus never inhabited, a fact not recognized by Rostain 
in his archaeological interpretations. Contrastively, house 8, located slightly outside the 
main village area, was not identified at all, but had been inhabited. Finally, although the 
raised fields were close to the village, the captain explained they were never used by the 
people of Maillard during his captaincy (Rostain 2017a, 19-22).  
 
The above-described misinterpretations highlight the potential for ethnographic evidence 
to correct inaccurate archaeological interpretations. However, ethnographic data is also 
not without its flaws. Cultural rules and restraints, as well as the subjectivity of 
interviewees, can warp the accuracy of the ethnographic information (Rostain 2017a, 24). 
Nonetheless, significant errors and oversights in archaeological interpretations can be 
alleviated by contrasting and comparing archaeological analyses with ethnographic 
information, and vice versa. The Maillard experiment clearly demonstrates the “fallibility 
of the inferential process” adopted in purely archaeological research, showing a high 
amount of archaeological misinterpretations (Rostain 2017a, 23). However, and as 
Rostain mentions in the opening paragraphs of the article, the exercise also raises 
awareness that drawing precise analogies between ethnographical and archaeological 
datasets warrants caution. As noted before, assumed cultural continuity between past 
and present Indigenous cultures can likewise result in archaeological misgivings. In order 
to successfully implement ethnographic data in archaeological research, it is therefore 
important to have a broad and well-informed contextual knowledge of both datasets.  
 
Before continuing, it should be noted again that the author does not intend to equate the 
examples presented in this chapter with the archaeological record of El Flaco. The 
gathering of the following information is geared towards providing a background in 
knowledge and examples of cases which can be contrasted with the archaeological 
record. The knowledge gained from the examples presented in this chapter function as a 
source of inspiration with which to conceptualize the archaeological record of El Flaco 
considered in this thesis. In other words, they aim to enhance the interpretative visibility. 
To gain an as in-depth understanding as possible of the current knowledge of structures, 
hearths and cooking activities, and mounds, both archaeological and ethnographic 
sources focused on Amazonia will also be consulted. To enhance the interpretative 
visibility even further, the final section of this chapter will consider the current knowledge 
of structures, hearths, and mounds in pre-colonial Caribbean context. 		
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2.2. The Village in Amazonian Archaeological Context 
This section of the chapter explores village organization in Amazonia from, first, 
archaeological and, second, ethnographic sources. In this study, the Guianas are included 
in the Amazonian region despite ongoing debates surrounding this issue (personal 
communication Jimmy Mans 2018). To gather as much contextual knowledge as possible, 
examples are used from Amazonia in the widest sense of the (geographical) word. These 
examples intend to enhance the interpretative visibility with which the archaeological 
record of El Flaco can be approached. The presented cases were selected based on their 
focus on one or more of the studied features. 
 
In recent years, studies of the pre-colonial Amazon have increasingly changed the general 
idea that the region remained unaltered and uninhabited by communities more complex 
than nomadic hunter-gatherers (e.g., Clement et al. 2015; Denevan 1992; Rostain 2017b). 
The following examples illustrate just how incorrect that sentiment was.  
 
2.2.1. Structures 
As a consequence of the traditional ‘telephone-booth’ method of excavation used in 
South American archaeology, the scarcity of known domestic structures in pre-colonial 
Amazonia subsequently results in a limited availability of archaeological literature on 
structure shape or construction techniques (Stéphen Rostain personal communication 
2018; Rostain and Saulieu 2015, 76). Although, the occurrence of prehistoric human 
occupation is more frequently derived from artifact densities and the presence of mounds 
and features such as hearths and scattered postholes, pre-colonial architecture has been 
recognized from the beginnings of (semi-)sedentary life in the mainland of South America 
(e.g., Dillehay 2008). Nevertheless, the occurrence of complete structure architectures 
recognized in the archaeological record remains limited in the region. 
 
Despite this lack of archaeological information, structure patterns and spatial village 
organization of pre-colonial Amazonian societies is known. In a recently published article 
by Rostain and Saulieu (2015), the oldest known example of an Amazonian house (cal. 
1496-1302 BC) is described. This house stood at the site of Pambay, in what is nowadays 
known as the Pastaza Valley in the Ecuadorian Amazon. Approximately 20 postholes are 
included in the interpreted configuration of the house. A difference in main posts and 
support posts is evident by the differences of measured diameter of posthole features 
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(see fig. 3). The supportive function of certain posts was furthermore inferred from their 
steep slope (Rostain and Saulieu 2015, 60-61). 
  
Repair and replacement of posts is evidenced by clusters of postholes within the 
configuration. Whether the replacement of posts indicates a one-off incident of repair, or 
rather indicates a long occupation period, remains unclear. The cross-sectioning of 
posthole features also lead to the discovery of a piece of intact post, preserved under 
groundwater level. This discovery informed the research that posts were in fact inserted 
into the ground with the top, resulting in the base – the widest and strongest part of the 
post – pointing upwards to carry the weight of the construction. Rostain and Saulieu 
observed a few advantages to the reversed use of tree trunks as posts. These include 1) 
limiting the necessary preparation of the trunk; 2) the ease with which it may be inserted 
in the ground; and 3) preventing the trunk from re-rooting in the ground (Rostain and 
Saulieu 2015, 63-64). Other features encountered included a large fireplace and two pits. 
They will be discussed in more depth in paragraph 2.2.2. 
 
Based on the spatial analysis of the excavated posthole features, taking into account the 
location of the hearths and the pits, an elliptical structure seems the most plausible 
posthole configuration (see fig. 4). The house would have covered an area of more than 
200 m2 (Rostain and Saulieu 2015, 68). The proposed configuration compares 
considerably to modern structures of Indigenous groups in the neighboring area (Rostain 
and Saulieu 2015, 74). Furthermore, the overall configuration of features, the location of 
Figure 3. Example of posthole features at the Pambay site, including an 
illustration of their inferred structural relation (adapted from Rostain and 
Saulieu 2015, 63) 
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the site, and the orientation of the structure coincide significantly with current Indigenous 
settlement organization according to Rostain and Saulieu (2015, 75).  
 
With regards to spatial village organization, Heckenberger and Petersen (1995) point out 
that, although village organizations in the insular Caribbean show a positive correlation to 
village organization in the lowlands of South America, the concentric ring village pattern 
as distinguished at Saladoid sites such as Maisabel, Indian Creek, and Trants is uncommon 
in Amazonia (Heckenberger and Petersen 1995, 379-380). The connecting factor in village 
organization between the two geographic areas is constituted by the apparent 
importance of open public space. In the insular Caribbean, it seems that the central plaza 
determines the rest of the village layout in that households are built as more or less 
‘identical features’ around the open space. In contrast, in Amazonia, the maloca is a more 
frequent village pattern that can result in ‘agglutinated villages’ with multiple centers. 
Nevertheless, concentric plaza villages are known further south in the Amazon and in 
Central Brazil, where houses with ‘backyard trash middens’ are all situated in a ring 
around a central plaza (Heckenberger and Petersen 1995, 381).  
 
2.2.2. Hearths 
There are several logical signifiers of cooking activity, which include for example the 
presence of hearth features, the occurrence of toolkit assemblages, and soil composition. 
Figure 4. Interpreted settlement 
composition at the Pambay site 
(adapted from Rostain and Saulieu 
2015, 69). 
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In particular, the occurrence of terra preta signifies human occupation and burning 
activities. Terra preta is a form of Amazonian Dark Earth, recognized by its black color. 
These Dark Earths often form through the residue of human activities, such as garbage 
disposal and burning, or cooking. They contain high amounts of artifacts (Sombroek et al. 
2001) and are characterized as “the result of human waste management in and around 
settlements, and intentional burning, mulching, and composting in agricultural areas” 
(Clement et al. 2015, 3; see also Denevan 2004, 135-143). 
 
Hearths can have various shapes and sizes in the Amazonian archaeological record. They 
often seem to be built in shallow pits. For instance, at the previously discussed site of 
Pambay, a hearth feature was identified externally to the identified structure as a pit of 
approximately 30 cm deep lined with flat stones and filled with charcoal and ash. The 
surrounding clay soil was dark grey and also contained pieces of charcoal. The durable 
construction of the hearth possibly indicates a prolonged and intense use (Rostain and 
Saulieu 2015, 60-65).  
 
During the excavation of a pre-colonial Huapula site (complex XI), also in the Upano Valley, 
the floorplan of a large house (approximately 130 m2) contained several pits, with 
diameters ranging from 40 to 80 cm. Similar pits are used in modern Jivaro and Quichua 
households to contain large brewing jars (Rostain 2011, 463). Also, thick and irregular 
layers of hardened red clay signified the location of hearth features. Clusters of hearths 
located closely together in the center of the house most likely constituted the cooking 
area (see fig. 5). Accompanying these hearths were hearth supports, several large grinding 
stones, a variety of stone tools and soot-covered ceramic vessels, pieces of charcoal, and 
burnt seeds. The identified cooking space covered an area of approximately 15 m2 inside 
the Huapula house. As indicated by the blackened ceramic artifacts, cooking occurred 
over open fires (Rostain 2011; Schaan 2004, 463-466).  
 
Similarly, baked clay structures found alongside remains of charcoal have been 
interpreted as stoves in the Marajoara mound complexes in coastal Brazil (Schaan 2004, 
262) According to Roosevelt (1991, 238), here a hearth may be identified by “a localized 
patch or lens of ash and charcoal at a fireplace with stones or a baked clay ring around it 
on which to set cooking pots. Sizeable pits or troughs lined with baked clay are more 
permanent stoves or ovens for cooking and baking food or pottery”. Schaan also identifies 
cooking activities based on soil composition. For instance, at the Camutins site hard clay 
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layers that form due to heat exposure were frequently encountered (Schaan 2004, 183). 
Such cooking pits were also identified at the Eva 2 site in French Guiana, where it is 
interpreted that food was slowly cooked on top of hot rocks in the pit. The pit was 
presumably covered with earth (van den Bel et al. 2018; see also van den Bel 2010).  
 
Artifacts associated with food procurement and preparation identified in the 
archaeological record of the Amazon include a variety of ceramic and stone implements, 
such as axes, milling stone bases, clay griddles, pestles, grinding stones, granite querns, 
ceramic cooking and serving bowls, and stone vessels (e.g., Pagán-Jiménez 2009, 2011; 
Perry 2004; Rostain 2011; van den Bel 2015; van den Bel et al. 2018). Dietary patterns and 
food processing techniques are increasingly being understood through the use of carbon 
and nitrogen isotopic analyses (e.g., Hermenegildo et al. 2017) and micro- and 
macrobotanical archaeological analyses (Pagán-Jiménez 2009, 2011; Perry 2004; van den 
Bel 2015).  
 
In summary, hearths in the Amazonian archaeological record are predominantly 
recognized by the occurrence of ash lenses or layers of hardened red clay with charcoal 
particles in the stratigraphy. These are occasionally accompanied by griddles or cooking 
stones, toolkits associated with food processing activities, ceramics, and other artifacts. 
Also, the stone lining of the hearth pits attests to their durability and indicates a prolonged 
Figure 5. Left: grinding stones found in the central cooking area of the excavated Huapula 
house. Right: schematic representation of the cooking area features (Rostain 2011, 464-
465). 
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use. Whether or not these hearths were accompanied by ancillary structures seems 
probable but remains unclear. 
 
2.2.3. Mounds  
Pre-colonial ‘domestication of the landscape’ in Amazonia is far reaching and includes 
elevated earthen habitation; defense, or burial constructions; path- and causeways; and 
extensive traces of earthmoving for agricultural and fishing purposes (Balée 2013, 177-
78; Clement et al. 2015; Erickson 2008; Rostain 2012). Mound-building in pre-Columbian 
South America occurs predominantly in the Amazonian coastal flood plains and along 
rivers. Examples include the mound sites on Marajó Island in Brazil (e.g., Roosevelt 1991, 
1999; Schaan 2004), the Mojos in Bolivia (e.g., Denevan 2001; Walker 2008), the 
Venezuelan Llanos (e.g., Denevan and Zucchi 1978; Zucchi and Denevan 1979; Prümers 
2017), and the mounds and raised fields of the Guianas coastal plains (e.g., Rostain 2008, 
2013). The following paragraphs will explore some of these traces of landscape alteration 
in the Amazonian region. 
 
Although not characterized as an intentional modification of the inhabited surroundings, 
middens and trash deposits indeed also constitute an anthropogenic change to the shape 
of the landscape. Some of the oldest midden deposits in the Amazon include the shell 
middens, or sambaquís, along the Brazilian coast. The oldest known sambaquís date back 
to almost 10.000 years BC and are therefore predominantly associated with early hunter-
gatherer societies (e.g., Wagner et al. 2011). Although generally consisting of a 
stratigraphy of soil, sand, and shell material, some of the larger sambaquís have 
demonstrated a more permanent occupation by the inclusion of darker layers of charcoal 
and burnt bone, posthole and hearth features, and human interments, in their 
stratigraphy. Ceramics are in some cases found in the uppermost layers of the shell 
middens, which corresponds to the period when the first settlements occur in the 
surrounding regions. Besides domestic activities, the interment of human remains in the 
sambaquís indicate their use for ritual activities as well. According to Dulce Gaspar and 
colleagues (2008), this suggests a continuous use of the shell middens, with a shifting 
purpose through time (Dulce Gaspar et al. 2008, 319-330; see also Wagner et al. 2011). 
 
Other regions well-known for the occurrence of shell middens include the western coast 
of Guiana (Rostain 2013) and the Los Roques island archipelago off the north coast of 
Venezuela (Antczak and Antczak 2006). It has been suggested that the build-up of shell 
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middens attests to a shift from hunting large game towards a reliance on marine and 
riverine resources, possibly due to the over-exploitation of large game populations inland 
(Dulce Gaspar et al. 2008). 
 
Agricultural earthworks are a frequently observed feature of the pre-colonial Amazonian 
landscape. Types of agricultural earthworks include raised fields, drained fields, 
agricultural beds, and irrigation structures such as canals. These earthworks are generally 
located in seasonally flooded zones where the control of supply and drainage of water 
was required to maintain a successful and sustainable method of subsistence (Rostain 
2010, 2013).  
 
Habitation mounds are often found alongside agricultural earthworks, as the pre-colonial 
inhabitants of the region also sought dry land to establish settlements. Such habitation 
mounds were first constructed by the Barrancoid, and later the Arauquinoid, peoples in 
coastal Suriname during the first few centuries AD and range from 60 to 250 m in 
diameter, and from 40 cm to 2.9 m high (Rostain 2013, 171). The presence of a hardwood 
shovel with a flattened, curved, and sharpened edge found at the site of Prins Bernhard 
Polder in Suriname suggests that these mounds were built with shovel-like tools. Blades 
of tortoise shell were also found nearby. These were presumably also used as shovels 
(Rostain 2010, 346; Versteeg 2008). The sites of Buckleburg-1 and Buckleburg-2 (coastal 
Suriname) form principle examples of habitation mound building in this region (Rostain 
and Versteeg 2004, 234; Versteeg 2008, 307-309). The stratigraphy of the mounds at 
these sites demonstrate a build-up in phases of grey clay layers (ca. 10-20 cm thick). The 
light grey layers represent deliberate enlargement of the mound according to Versteeg. 
The light grey layers are alternated with darker layers (or terra preta), which represent 
the human activity on the mounds (Versteeg 2008, 307).  
 
In Ecuador’s Amazon region, in the Upano River Valley, there is a high density of extensive 
mound complexes (see fig. 6) (e.g., Rostain 2012, 2013; Salazar 2008). These complexes 
consist of a number of rectangular platforms, usually in groups of four, surrounding an 
interior plaza. Sometimes an additional small platform is constructed in the center of the 
plaza. Platforms are typically L-, T-, or U-shaped and are always flattened on top. Their 
dimensions generally range from 10 to 100 m long, 8 to 20 m wide, and 2 to 8 m high. A 
complex is formed by several plazas surrounded by platform mounds (Salazar 2008, 266). 
Excavations have determined that these mounds were deliberately constructed for 
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habitation purposes. The stratigraphy typically starts with a layer of displaced soil from 
the levelled plaza and includes ashy layers with charcoal inclusions, a material culture that 
includes pottery, and posthole and hearth features. Although the evidence all points 
towards a domestic use of the mounds, it is probable that ceremonial activities also took 
place in the complexes (Rostain 2012, 39; Salazar 2008, 270-276). 
The man-made Marajoara mounds in Brazil were similarly used as habitation sites, but 
also as urn cemeteries. These mounds are located in the floodplains of coastal Brazil, have 
an average height of 7 m, and cover an area of 1 to 3 ha. It is evident that these mounds 
were purposefully built to be able to inhabit the flood-prone zones. Yet, their impressive 
height reaches far above the assumed flood levels in the occupation period, suggesting 
the mounds also had a defensive function. The internal stratigraphy of the mounds largely 
consists of thick layers of clayey soil that are rather level in the center and sloping at the 
edges (Roosevelt 1991, 31; Schaan 2004, 169; see also Meggers 1948). Several houses 
(one to three long houses depending on the size of the mound), each on an individual 
small platform, could be arranged around a centrally open space on top of the mounds. 
Waste remains were found on the slopes of the mounds, indicating the slopes functioned 
as toss zones. In most cases, earthen retaining walls surrounded the mounds, and 
presumably functioned as supports for the mounds, rather than having a defensive 
purpose (Roosevelt 1991, 30-33; 1999, 19-23).  
Figure 6. Aerial view of the Domono complex in the Upano River Valley of Ecuador’s Amazon 
region (Salazar 2008, 272).  
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The Camutins site is the best known and largest example of Marajoara mounds. Stretching 
along 10 km of the Igarapé dos Camutins (right tributary of the upper Anajás River), the 
Camutins complex counts approximately thirty mounds (Schaan 2008, 343; 2004, 156). 
According to Schaan, the mounds of the Camutins complex can be divided into three 
groups: (1) the ceremonial mounds; (2) the habitation mounds; and (3) the elite habitation 
mounds (Schaan 2004, 430-436). This distinction is defined by mound proportion and 
artifact remains encountered there (Schaan 2004, 159-163). The mounds vary in height 
from 1 to 11 m and can cover an area anywhere between 17 and ~13.500 m2 (latter is the 
surface of the largest mound, which is called Camutin, after which the entire complex has 
been named). Urn cemeteries on the mounds are numerous and often very densely 
populated. According to Roosevelt (1991, 42) the mounds consist of “…an average of 75 
burials per individual cemetery layer, at least five cemeteries per mound, and at least 2 
layers of (superimposed) urns in each cemetery”. It is likely that the complex of mounds 
together formed one society. Unfortunately, little is known about the habitation 
structures likely present on the mounds (Schaan 2004, 171). According to interpreted 
function, the spatial organization of the mounds consists of a linear patterning of 
habitation mounds, surrounded by elite mounds (Schaan 2004, 173). Like in other parts 
of Amazonia, the Marajoara mounds are accompanied by other earthworks, including 
causeways, ramps, canals, drained fields, and ponds (Roosevelt 1991, 33). 
 
In the dictionary of the Real Academia Española, the word montículo collectively describes 
natural and artificial elevated earthworks in Amazonia (Prümers 2017, 47). According to 
Prümers (2017), based on the relatively slow accumulation of traces of occupation of 
which the artificial mounds are eventually the result, the Amazonian mounds correspond 
considerably to the tells found in Middle Eastern archaeology, for instance Tell Sabi Abyad 
in Syria (e.g., van der Plicht et al. 2011).  
 
 
2.3. The Village in Amazonian Ethnographic Context 	 2.3.1. Structures 
With the lack of purely archaeologically informed data on building traditions, 
anthropological and ethnographical research in the Amazon Basin often sheds more light 
on the construction and use of structures. One of the first exhaustive works focused on 
identifying Indigenous lifeways in the Amazon is the Handbook of South American Indians, 
Volume 3, edited by Julian H. Steward (1948). Since then, many scholars have undertaken 
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research in the region and focused, to varying degrees, on spatial village organization. 
Some examples of this research will be presented in this paragraph. 
 
Currently, a wide variety of house types are known in Amazonia. These range from single 
large communal houses, or malocas; to multiple larger houses surrounding a cleared 
space; to simple houses in a nucleated village (Hugh-Jones 1995, Rivière 1995, 189; 
Rostain 2011). Centrality of communal house structures, or centrality of an open space 
around which the village (often also consisting of large communal houses) is built, is 
observed throughout Amazonia. Structure shapes generally have circular, elliptical, or 
rectangular floorplans. Centrally located communal buildings are observed among, for 
instance, the Makuna (e.g., Arhem 1998), the Jivaro (e.g., Harner 1984), the Pirá-Piraná 
(e.g., Hugh-Jones 1979), the Miraña (e.g., Karadimas 1999, 2005), the Desana (e.g., 
Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971), and various Indigenous populations in Guiana (e.g., Rivière 
1995) (see fig. 7). A central open space with a circular or horseshoe pattern of structures 
bordering the open space is, for example, observed among the Serente (e.g., Nimuendajú 
1942) and various Indigenous groups in the upper Xingú in Brazil (e.g., Hartmann 1986). 
The Yanoama villages similarly consist of a central open space called shabono – a large 
and semi-permanent circular structure, wherein multiple family units build their own 
section within the structure (e.g., Smole 1976). The shabono is also recognized as the 
village structure of the Yanomamö in southern Venezuela and northern Brazil (Chagnon 
1992). Thus, although settlement patterns of Indigenous groups in the Amazon can share 
Figure 7. Three examples of different 
types of Indigenous houses in 
Amazonia. Upper left: Tukanoan 
communall house (Hugh-Jones 1995, 
229). Upper right: collective male 
Wayana roundhouse (Duin 2012, 128). 
Lower left: Achuar familial house 
(Rostain 2006, 345). 
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broad characteristics of spatial organizations, the intra-settlement organization can vary 
greatly per ethnic group.  
 
Rivière (1995) for instance notes that in the Carib-speaking region of northeastern 
Amazonia, commonly referred to as Guiana, single large community roundhouses as well 
as settlements with multiple structures occur. Especially in case of the latter, besides 
habitation structures the villages often also consist of workhouses, shelters for visitors, 
and kennels (Rivière 1995, 190-192). Despite the observed differences in settlement 
structures, Rivière points out that a basic concentric pattern of activity bands is 
observable both inside structures, as well as in the settlement layout on a larger scale 
(Rivière 1995, 193).  
 
Rostain (2006; 2011, 468) similarly notes a degree of resemblance between modern Jivaro 
houses in the Ecuadorian Amazon, and the interpretations of pre-colonial (Huapula) 
house features in the same region. Modern houses are similarly elliptical in shape and are 
located in elevated areas. Each house constitutes an individual village unit. The internal 
spatial organization of features and artifacts in the modern Jivaro house showed a high 
degree of resemblance with the archaeological traces at the pre-colonial Huapula site and 
indeed could confirm several archaeological interpretations made by the author (Rostain 
2011, 470-471). Intra-structure features in modern Jivaro houses include sleeping 
platforms, storage platforms, hooks, and footstools according to Steward and Metraux 
(1948, 621).  
 
Interestingly, the internal division of space in large communal structures, be they round 
or rectangular, has been found to reflect Indigenous cosmological conceptions of the 
world, and often make reference to ontological narratives. In the case of the Wayana, for 
instance, the roundhouse symbolizes the dome-shaped dimensions of the Tumuc-Humac 
mountain range (see fig. 8) and clearly reflects its shape (Duin 2009, 155). This mimicry 
and representation of Indigenous worldview in the structure of the communal house is 
also observed among the Ye’cuana (Rivière 1995), Miraña (Karadimas 1999, 2005), Pira-
Piraná (Hugh-Jones 1979), and the Desana (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971) to name a few.  
 
The idea that structure and village layout reflect the mythological structure of the 
universe is rooted in ideas of Amerindian modes of identification with their natural and 
cultural environment (e.g., Arhem 1996, Descola 1996; Viveiros de Castro 1998). 
 30 
According to Rivière (1995, 194), the house functions explicitly as a microcosm and forms 
an exact replica of the universe. This idea was elaborated on by Peter Siegel (1999, 2010) 
and will be further explored in paragraph 2.4.1, where current knowledge of Caribbean 
structure building is discussed. 
Karadimas (2005) notes, for villages constituted by one large habitation structure, that 
the structure often serves the dual purpose of providing on one temporal scale a space 
suitable to the practices of daily life, and on another temporal scale a space fit for 
ideologically infused rituals and ceremonies. The reduction of the former space into the 
latter is dependent on the movements and activities of the inhabitants within the 
structure, which has cosmological significance and ultimately forms the main catalyst for 
the transformation of quotidian space into ritualized space (Karadimas 2005, 87-88).  
 
In contrast to the heavily symbolic connotations associated with communal structure 
building and function amongst Indigenous Amazonian societies discussed so far, Politis’ 
(2007, 100) ethnoarchaeological study of the Nukak hunter-gatherers of the Colombian 
Amazon presents an example where built structures have less ‘metaphorical value’. 
Symbolic connotations are present, but less emphasized and obvious in Nukak residential 
structures. The camp and residential structure varies according to the season (rainy versus 
dry). The basic Nukak lean-to structure consists of posts positioned in a triangular layout 
in relation to preexisting trees (see fig. 9). The trees and posts are fastened together with 
crosspieces and rafters. Forked stakes are placed at an inclined position to support the 
plantain leaf roof. The structures generally range from 5 to 7 m in length and 2.5 to 4.3 m 
in width. The inside consists of a central hearth, surrounded by suspended hammocks. 
Figure 8. A Wayana communal roundhouse in the foreground clearly mimics 
the shape of the Tumuc-Humac mountain range in the background (Duin 2012, 
155). 
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The Nukak are a highly mobile people, who abandon and reconstruct their entire camps 
as they move through their environment (Politis 2007, 102-106).  
The Nukak also build sturdier rectangular structures near existing orchards and garden 
areas. These structures serve a dual purpose, although habitation is not one of these. On 
the one hand the structures fulfill a symbolic purpose as they replicate the “house of the 
tapir”, the residence of an underworld spirit that occasionally roams the earth’s surface. 
However, the structure is also used as a storage space for tools and produce (Politis 2007, 
121-123).  
 
In comparison to the previously discussed communal structures, the archaeological 
footprint of Nukak settlements might not be very obvious. Nonetheless, the simple 
structure of the Nukak camps perhaps provides further inspiration with which to assess 
the configuration of posthole features that are less obviously part of a large habitation 
structure but are still important in the construction of shelter.  
 
Finally, it should be mentioned that the author is aware of the complexity of social, 
political, and economic connotations associated with (communal) habitation structures in 
the region but will not further discuss them here. Instead, the author points the reader in 
Figure 9. A Nukak rainy-season camp consisting of four lean-to shelters (Politis 2007, 111). 
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the direction of works by, for example, Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995) and Joyce and 
Gillespie (2000). 
 
2.3.2. Hearths 
Ethnographic sources that mention, or specifically focus on, cooking activities and the 
cooking area are scarce in Amazonia. Although providing an exhaustive overview of 
Amazonian Indigenous groups and their village organization, the use, shape, or location 
of hearths features little in the Handbook of South American Indians, Volume 3 (Steward 
1948). Despite the encyclopedic nature of the Handbook, subsistence activities presented 
for almost all included Indigenous groups in the volume focus mainly on the use of tools 
with regards to subsistence strategies. The shape and location of hearth features is 
omitted in these descriptions.  
 
Nevertheless, Rostain (2011) observes a recognizable similarity between Indigenous pre-
colonial cooking practices in the case of the Huapula house (see fig. 10) and Jivaro cooking 
practices in the modern day. For instance, Rostain notes that the kitchen and associated 
ceramic jars and vessels are located in specific areas inside the communal structures. 
Although the gendered division of activities at contemporary and archaeological 
settlements is not considered in this study, Rostain notes that the kitchen area is 
unequivocally associated with female areas in the Jivaro house. Yet, other hearth features, 
Figure 10. Schematic representation of intra-structure organization of features and 
activities in a contemporary Jivaro house (adapted from Rostain 2011, 469). 
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namely those in the center of the house, are used by the men to prepare medicinal and 
hallucinogenic plants for ritual and poison for hunting activities. Additionally, smaller 
hearths were used as a source of heat. In Figure 9 we can see that ancillary features, such 
as storage locations and food processing stations, are associated with the hearth area. 
Here, it is also clear the structure of the hearth feature has changed. Instead of stone lined 
pits encountered in the archaeological remains of the Huapula house, the hearths used 
by the contemporary Jivaro consist either of three stones or three tree trunks placed 
radially around the hearth, to support containers over a fire (Rostain 2011, 464-469).  
 
Furthermore, Politis (2007) notes that for the Nukak residential camps, the hearth forms 
the central activity area. A hearth is located at the center of each shelter. All tasks and 
activities that occur within the limits of the camp are focused around where the hearth is 
situated (Politis 2007, 132-136). Unfortunately, Politis does not describe the exact form 
of the Nukak hearths. Nevertheless, its spatial relation to other built elements, as well as 
its association to human activity is valuable information to include in the interpretative 
framework.  
 
2.3.3. Mounds 
Contemporary use of mounds comparable to those on which archaeological research has 
been conducted in Amazonia features extremely limitedly in ethnographic sources. This 
is mostly due to the fact that the use of mounds as locations for habitation has ceased in 
the modern day.  
 
For example, the raised fields of the Guianas as an agricultural technique are by no means 
used to the extent in which they were used in pre-colonial times, but the method has not 
completely disappeared from Indigenous knowledge (Rostain 2012, 191). In the early 
1980s the French anthropologist Pierre Grenand noted that the Palikur peoples were still 
using raised fields as an agricultural technique in the eighteenth century. As a 
consequence of Western presence in Brazil, the Palikur were forced to move to a limited 
environment in Amapá, on the northern coast. Here, they adopted the agricultural 
strategy of raised fields, which were primarily located in the almost permanently flooded 
savannas (campos de varzea) in Amapá (Grenand 1981, 24). Grenand describes: “they 
[The Palikur] developed techniques of cultivation on mounds […] circular 80 cm in 
diameter and 30 to 40 cm high, or ridges 2 m long and 50 cm wide. Bumps or ridges were 
surrounded by a depression providing irrigation”. The fact that the Palikur could describe 
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this ‘ancient’ technique led Grenand to assume that mound agriculture was practiced until 
the end of the nineteenth century (Grenand 1981, 25).  
 
Although use of mounds of the same extent as the above-mentioned archaeological 
examples are not recognized in present-day Amazonia, mention is made of the use of 
trash middens. Siegel and Roe, for example, conducted an archaeo-ethnographical study 
of site formation processes amongst villages of the Indigenous Shipibo people in eastern 
Peru. Here, the sweeping of debris from the plaza in all directions towards the periphery 
of the village creates a doughnut-shaped midden that encloses the compound (Siegel and 
Roe 1986, 97-100), as is the case in many other Indigenous villages (e.g., Murray 1980). 
This sweeping activity influences the eventual spatial organization of the village.  
 
Comparably, Zeidler studied patterns of discard behavior at the modern Achuar (Jivaro) 
village of Pumpuentza in Amazonian Ecuador and found that daily sweeping and cleaning 
behavior keeps the domestic area cleared of debris. However, trampling of fallen waste 
does result in a small portion of material culture inclusion in the house floor (Zeidler 1983, 
178). Baldus (1942, in Kern et al. 2004, 20-21), who studied the Kayapó in Brazil, noted 
“the Indians, in general, do not fear much the dirt, nor on their bodies nor in their houses 
nor their belongings. The major part of the trash, for this reason, is left where it falls, if it 
does not happen to be of interest to dogs and other animals that roam around the inside 
of the house”. Contrastingly, among the Cubeo peoples in the Columbian Amazon on the 
Vaupés River, the plaza in front of the maloca (the male area) is swept on daily basis and 
kept free from debris. Debris is discarded behind the maloca (in the female area), which 
is consequently littered with waste (Goldman 1963, 31).  
 
In the Nukak residential camps, the majority of waste is discarded behind the constructed 
shelters, although, like the Kayapó, garbage is also left where it falls inside the lean-to 
shelters (around the hearth and towards the back of the lean-to), and at the entrance and 
exits of the camp (Politis 2007, 137). Interestingly, there is a distinct difference between 
the types of waste that are discarded in these three areas. Around the hearth, primary 
waste is dropped from activities occurring there, and periodically swept towards the back 
of the lean-to. The back of the lean-to also functions as a toss zone. The garbage dump 
that accumulates behind the shelter consists of larger and more voluminous residue such 
as food residue, broken items, and so on. This garbage dump is furthermore supplied by 
the residue of cleaning activities inside the camp (Politis 2007, 137-138).  
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Priscilla Murray conducted an ethnographic study of discard locations of mobile and 
sedentary Indigenous groups around the world (Murray 1980). She found that migratory 
groups are more likely to discard elements at the site of their use, whereas sedentary 
groups tended to discard of their waste outside of the use (or living) area. Zeidler 
mentions the presence of waste dumps in the Pumpuentza village, indicating that 7.5 to 
15 cm of waste may be accumulated in one dump over approximately 50 years of 
sweeping (Zeidler 1983, 182-183). Unfortunately, Zeidler does not mention where the 
refuse dumps are located in relation to the communal structure and the rest of the village.  
 
 
2.4. The Village in Caribbean Archaeological Context 
The following paragraphs will first consider the various types of settlements identified on 
the basis of archaeological research into the pre-colonial period in the insular Caribbean. 
It will then outline the ‘Caribbean architectural mode’, which will shed light on current 
knowledge of posthole feature configurations and structure shapes. Furthermore, it will 
consider hearth features and mounds in pre-colonial archaeological context.  
	
2.4.1. Settlement types in the archaeological record of the pre-colonial Caribbean 
From the onset of the Late Ceramic Age (ca. AD 600/800) a shift in settlement pattern and 
spatial organization occured across the islands in the Greater Antilles. It has been 
suggested that these changes went hand-in-hand with shifting social and political 
relationships, resulting in multi-village organizations with complex social connections and 
networks across and between islands (Hofman 2013, 207). Generally speaking, population 
density increased whilst settlement size decreased, and their intra-settlement spatial 
layout diversified (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 89, 96, Torres 2012, 417-418; Curet 2005). 
Settlements were inhabited more permanently and were located on every part of the 
island, exploiting a wide range of ecological niches (Allsworth-Jones 2008; Herrera 
Malatesta 2018; Hofman et al. 2004; Murphy 2004; Torres 2012; de Waal 2006; Wilson 
1990).  
 
Settlement archaeology of the pre-colonial insular Caribbean was increasingly the focus 
of archaeological research from approximately the early 1990s onwards (Bright 2003, 43). 
Through the years there have been several excavations on various islands that adopted a 
holistic approach and focused on spatial organization, dynamics, and use of settlements 
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through time. These studies included elaborate descriptions of posthole feature 
configurations and interpreted structures. For instance, large-scale archaeological 
research conducted at the site of En Bas Saline, Haiti (Deagan 2004), El Cabo, Dominican 
Republic (Hofman et al. 2006; Samson 2009, 2010, 2013), Golden Rock, St. Eustatius 
(Versteeg and Schinkel 1992), Anse à la Gourde, Guadeloupe (Bright 2003; Delpuech et al. 
1999; Hofman et al. 2001; Morsink 2006) and Tanki Flip, Aruba (Versteeg and Rostain 
1997) have provided the majority of data available on (domestic) structures. With the 
inclusion of several studies on Puerto Rico (e.g., Curet and Stringer 2010; Siegel 1992; 
Torres 2012), Saba (e.g., Hofman and Hoogland 2016; Hoogland 1996), St. Vincent (e.g., 
Hofman and Hoogland 2012; Hofman et al. 2015), and the addition of data gathered at El 
Flaco (e.g., Hofman and Hoogland 2015; Hofman et al. 2018a; Ting et al. 2016), the body 
of data on pre-colonial structure building is gradually growing, particularly for the Greater 
Antilles. In broadly generalized categories, there are four different settlement types 
(excluding the Archaic use of caves as a habitation site (e.g., Beeker et al. 2004; Morton 
2015; Rouse et al. 1990; Rodríguez Ramos et al. forthcoming; Samson et al. 2013) that are 
found across the pre-colonial insular Caribbean. These are: plaza layout; the trajectory 
layout; the domestic unit layout; and the fenced layout. All of these will be discussed in 
the following paragraphs. 
 
The plaza village layout in Caribbean archaeology is strongly tied to the idea that pre-
colonial Indigenous village layout reflects a cosmological perception of the world. For the 
insular Caribbean, this idea was developed by Peter Siegel, who illustrated this with the 
axis mundi model (Siegel 1992, 2010; see fig. 11). Siegel developed this model mainly 
based on the site of Maisabel on Puerto Rico, strengthened by a selection of Early Ceramic 
Age sites throughout the Caribbean showing a similar spatial pattern, whilst drawing on 
knowledge of settlement organization in Lowland South America (Siegel 1996). In this 
model, Siegel suggests that the (semi-)circular organization of habitation structures 
around a central plaza, often enclosed by an outer ring of mounds, reflected cosmic 
structure in the pre-colonial Indigenous view. The open central space functioned as a 
connecting axis between the mundane terrestrial surface of the earth, the subterranean 
underworld, and the celestial world. According to Siegel, the presence of elaborate and 
rich material culture in the mounds and a concentration of human burials in the central 
plazas echoes the cosmic undertone of the village organization (Siegel 1992, 1996, 2010).  
 37 
Other pre-colonial sites incorporated in the development of Siegel’s model include 
Monserrate, and Punta Candelero on Puerto Rico, Sorcé on Vieques, Tutu on St. Thomas 
(US Virgin Islands), Golden Rock on St. Eustatius, and Indian Creek on Antigua (Siegel 2010, 
307). There are a three large Ceramic Age village sites in the Dominican Republic that 
demonstrate a similar spatial village layout surrounding a central open plaza. These are El 
Atajadizo, the Plaza de Chacuey, and the Plaza la Cacique (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 141-
142).  
The idea that structures were rebuilt in approximately the same location, resulting in a 
sequence of structures through time, was first identified by Menno Hoogland on the basis 
of archaeological posthole features at the site of Kelbey’s Ridge 2 on Saba (Hoogland 
1996, 184-186; Hoogland and Hofman 1993; see also Hofman and Hoogland 2016) (see 
fig. 12). 
Figure 11. Right: Peter Siegel’s axis mundi model showing the position of the terrestrial plane in 
between the subterranean and celestial planes, with the central plaza as a connecting axis 
(adapted from Siegel 2010, 308). Left: Three of the site plans – Indian Creek (Antigua), Maisabel 
(Puerto Rico), and Sorcé (Vieques) – based on which Siegel developed the axis mundi model 
(adapted from Siegel 1996, 318-320).  
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Later, this type of sequential structure patterning was also recognized by Samson in her 
dissertation research at the Ceramic Age site of El Cabo (south eastern Dominican 
Republic), in the context of the NWO project Houses for the Living and the Dead directed 
by Menno Hoogland and Corinne Hofman. Samson focused her research on the period of 
occupation between AD 800 and AD 1540 at El Cabo, where she counted 52 floorplans of 
structures, of which 26 were identified as house structures. Other interpreted structures 
included special activity structures, posthole feature alignments of various lengths, and 
small oval structures (Samson 2010, 156-244). There were presumably five construction 
phases at the site, with the constructed area developing spatially from southeast to 
northwest (Samson 2010, 247-256). At El Cabo, continuous repairing and replacing 
activities did not only occur for singular posts within a structure configuration, but also 
for structures in their entirety. Here, overlapping circular patterns of posthole features 
suggest that domestic structures were demolished and rebuilt in the same location every 
so often. The intermittent practice of renewing houses is defined by Samson as the House 
Trajectory (Samson 2009, 2010, 2013). It is suggested by Gillespie (2000, 3), that one of 
the principle roles of the house is ‘to anchor people in space and link them in time’, the 
Figure 12. Schematic overview of excavated area at Kelbey’s Ridge 2, Saba, showing the various 
structure outlines (adapted from Hofman and Hoogland 2016, 105).  
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need for which may vary, yet which provides a broadly applicable explanation for the 
rebuilding of structures in the same place. Figure 13 shows the main unit excavated at El 
Cabo with an overview of all features identified at the level of the bedrock and the 
interpreted house trajectory based on excavated posthole features. 
The house trajectory pattern of posthole features has also been recognized at other pre-
colonial sites in the Caribbean. In the Lesser Antilles, the excavation of the Golden Rock 
site on St. Eustatius is one of the most well-known of few examples of a large-scale 
excavation in the Caribbean. Based on overlapping posthole feature configurations 14 
structures were identified, amidst a wealth of burials, middens, hearths, pits, caches, and 
material culture. The structures have been interpreted to include three large roundhouse 
structures, or malocas, one smaller rectangular men’s house, a semi-circular work hut, 
and various drying racks and windbreaks (Versteeg and Schinkel 1992, 152-205). 
 
Similar structures have been identified at the site of Anse à la Gourde on Guadeloupe 
(Hofman et al. 2001). According to Bright (2003), 15 floorplans of roundhouse structures, 
including one supposed men’s house or ceremonial hut and one cooking or working 
structure, are identifiable in the excavated features (Bright 2003, 14-25). Four fragmented 
configurations of postholes were furthermore identified (Bright 2003, 25-27). The 
overview of excavated features at Anse à la Gourde presents a similar picture to that of El 
Cabo in Figure 13, with discernible structure patterns overlapping. With a multi-
component site such as Anse à la Gourde (phase 1: AD 540-775; phase 2: AD 1025-1270), 
Figure 13. The main excavated unit at El Cabo showing (left) all excavated features that were 
cut into the bedrock and (right) the six interpreted shaded house structures and their House 
Trajectories (adapted from Samson 2010, 134, 257).  
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the rebuilding of structures in the same place again emphasizes the importance of the 
location (Bright 2003). Besides Bright, several other scholars have studied the spatial 
distribution of features at Anse à la Gourde resulting in varying interpretations of the 
organization of the site (Duin 1998; Morsink 2006). The multitude of possible 
interpretations once more highlights the palimpsest nature of large archaeological 
datasets and the need to conceptualize these configurations with ethnoarchaeological 
information.  
 
Other pre-colonial sites in the insular Caribbean that evidenced similar construction styles 
to the one outlined above include, among others, Los Buchillones and Loma el Convento 
on Cuba (e.g., Knight 2010; Pendergast et al. 2002, 2003), MC-6 on Turks and Caicos (e.g., 
Keegan et al. 2008; Morsink 2012), Bellevue Mannings Hill on Jamaica (e.g., Allsworth-
Jones 2008), Maisabel, El Bronce, Lujan I, Rio Tamaná, Playa Blanca 5, PO-29, and Rio 
Cocal-I on Puerto Rico (e.g., Carlson 2007; Kaplan 2009; Rivera and Peréz 1997; Rivera and 
Rodríguez, 1991; Robinson et al. 1983, 1985; Siegel 1992), Tutu on St. Thomas, US Virgin 
Islands (Righter 2002), Kelbey’s Ridge 2 on Saba (Hofman and Hoogland 2016), and Anse 
à la Gourde (Bright 2003; Morsink 2006) and Pointe de Grande Anse on Guadeloupe (van 
den Bel and Romon 2010). For an overview of information from these sites regarding 
house construction, see Table 1. 
 
However, the site of Tanki Flip in Aruba is rather unique in the Caribbean archaeological 
record in that it is a rare example where the undisputable remains of a fence have been 
found (indicated by the two red arrows in fig. 14). Demarcating or defending the northern 
edge of the constructed and inhabited area, the fence consisted of a line of small posts 
running along 55 m of the excavated area (Bartone and Versteeg 1997, 35-38). 
Nevertheless, linear posthole constructions tentatively identified as possible fences have 
been recognized at other sites, such as El Cabo (Samson 2010, 134). The plan view of Tanki 
Flip again shows an overlapping of structure floorplans, indicating the importance for the 
pre-colonial Indigenous inhabitants of remaining in the same place and rebuilding their 
habitation structures as the need arose. According to Bartone and Versteeg (1977, 104), 
the Tanki Flip village developed spatially from east to west through time. This is inferred 
from the east-to-west increase in feature and artifact density. What the Tanki Flip plan 
view in figure 13 also further illustrates is the complexity of defining configurations in the 
large cluster of identified posthole features. This again demonstrates the palimpsest 
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nature of the archaeological record, previously mentioned in relation to the site of Anse 
à la Gourde.  
		 2.4.2. Structures – the Caribbean architectural mode 
Recently, a new framework with which to approach pre-colonial Caribbean structure 
building was developed by Samson et al. (2015). Samson and colleagues demonstrated 
that pre-colonial material evidence from multiple excavations across the insular 
Caribbean evidenced a common housebuilding practice, suited to living in maritime 
ecologies with corresponding natural hazards (2015, 323; see Table 1). The widely 
identified practice was subsequently termed the ‘Caribbean architectural mode’ (Samson 
et al. 2015). The Caribbean architectural mode describes seven aspects of pre-colonial 
housebuilding practices based on published data from sites that were generally occupied 
for longer periods of time during the Ceramic Age. The coherent ‘lifecycle’ of pre-colonial 
Indigenous structures, based on the notion of house trajectories (Samson 2010; see also 
Hoogland 1996) is illustrated in figure 15. The aspects include: 
1. Architectural Footprint: the majority of structures are small, round or elliptical, post-
built constructions that have internal features including hearths, and sometimes 
Figure 14. Plan  of excavated features at the site of Tanki Flip, Aruba. The 
fence line is indicated by the red arrows. According to Bartone and Versteeg, 
the floorplan cutting the fence line dates to a later phase than the fence line 
(after Bartone and Versteeg 1997, 101).  
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human burials. Exterior features include pathways, fences, kitchens, windbreaks, and 
mortuary structures (Samson 2015, 328).  
2. Size: structures generally range in size from 20 to 60 m2, which averages at a surface 
area of 54m2. They are built with a combination of large and small posts, the former 
bearing the roof and the latter constituting or supporting the wall. In some cases, 
roof-bearing central posts are located on the interior of the circular pattern of posts. 
Based on a population estimating formula designed by Curet (1998), structures of 
this size presumably held four to eleven individuals (Samson et al. 2015, 329). 
3. High-Pitched Roofs: structures most likely had fairly high-pitched roofs, which is 
inferred from the incline of postholes of the outside wall (Samson et al. 2015, 329). 
4. Monumental Facades: based on the evidence that larger posts were located closer 
to the area interpreted as the entrance, with posts getting smaller towards the back 
of the structure, they probably had emphasized entrances (Samson et al. 2015, 329-
330).  
5. Prepared Floors: evidence for the leveling the floor area suggests that these were 
prepared prior to construction (Samson et al. 2015, 330). 
6. Securely Anchored Foundations: the preference for construction on bedrock to 
facilitate the securing of post foundations is evidenced throughout the region 
(Samson et al. 2015, 330). 
Figure 15. 
Lifecycle of 
Indigenous house 
based on the 
Caribbean 
architectural 
mode. 1) 
preparation of 
foundation holes, 
2) construction of 
house, 3) 
habitation, repair 
occurs when 
necessary, 4) 
abandonment 
and repurpose of 
parts, 6) starting 
over (Samson et 
al. 2015, 333).  
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7. Durability: Repair and Rebuilding: the occurrence of small clusters of postholes 
within the overall circular posthole pattern suggests that structures were repaired, 
or that posts were replaced throughout occupation (Samson et al. 2015, 330).  
 
In summary, the Caribbean architectural mode developed by Samson et al. (2015) 
provides a useful frame of reference with which to consider the building practices and 
chronology of use of structures at El Flaco. These building traditions find their origins in 
the mainland of South America, where similar building practices – albeit at a different 
scale – occurred before and contemporaneously to what is studied thus far in the 
Caribbean archaeological record (Samson et al. 2015, 324). However, the research 
resulting in the Caribbean architectural mode also clearly shows that the Indigenous pre-
colonial inhabitants of the insular Caribbean adapted their construction strategies to suit 
their needs in the islands. For example, the roundhouse structure is seen much more 
often in the Caribbean archaeological record compared to the South American mainland. 
Also, although not absent from the prehistoric archaeological and contemporary 
ethnographical record of the Amazon Basin, the rectangular/oval maloca building style is 
seen more often there than in the pre-colonial insular Caribbean. These facts further 
emphasize that building traditions developed independently in the insular Caribbean, 
despite their mainland origins.  
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2.4.3. Hearths 
In the pre-colonial Caribbean archaeological record, hearth features are the primary 
signifier of cooking activities. Heating and smoking of foodstuffs was primarily achieved 
over open fires, resulting in clear ash patches or lenses with charcoal remains. Often, 
these lenses are accompanied by clay griddles or stones, which functioned as cooking 
plateaus. These cooking fires may also be referred to as barbacoas, which describes a 
structure of green lattice work over an open fire (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 176; Hofman 
and Hoogland 2011, 28). The use of these fires for food preparation becomes 
exceptionally evident when encountering burnt faunal remains in and around the hearths, 
as was the case at Kelbey’s Ridge 2 on Saba (Hofman and Hoogland 2011, 28). Another 
prime archaeological example for the use of these fires in cooking activities comes from 
the Coralie site on Grand Turk, where the use of barbacoas has been linked to the practice 
of smoking meats and fish (Keegan 2007, 79; 2013, 72). Also, the pepper pot was likely an 
important form of cooking. In the pepper pot, vegetables, meats, and fish were slowly 
stewed in a manioc broth over a low fire (Keegan 2013, 72). 
 
In some cases, the spatial distribution of artifacts identified as tools supports the 
interpretation of cooking areas. Tools can be made from a wide variety of raw materials, 
but are commonly made from stone, shell, and coral. Tools include milling bases, scrapers, 
scoops, hammers, grinders, pestles, adzes, celts, rasps, pots, bowls, and plates (e.g., 
Berman and Pearsall 2008; Jones O’Day and Keegan 2001; Keegan et al. 2018; Kelly 2003; 
Kelly and van Gijn 2008; Pagán-Jiménez and Carlson 2013).  
 
Although the griddle is traditionally associated with the production of cassava bread (e.g., 
Iriarte et al. 2010), recent studies by Pagán-Jiménez and others have highlighted that this 
artifact was also used in the processing of a wide variety of plants and their produce 
besides the cassava tuber (e.g., Pagán-Jiménez 2009; Pagán-Jiménez and Carlson 2013; 
Rodríguez Suárez and Pagán-Jiménez 2008). This affirmation is supported by research in 
related archaeological disciplines, such as isotopic studies, and studies into dental calculus 
(e.g., Mickleburgh and Pagán-Jiménez 2012; Pestle 2010; Pestle and Laffoon 2018). 
 
The size of hearth features can vary per site. For example, at Anse à la Gourde 
(Guadeloupe) hearths range from 35 cm diameter to 2 by 3 m in size, with depths ranging 
from 3 to 60 cm (Hofman et al. 2001, 69-72). The larger hearth features suggest repeated 
fire-based activities, whilst the smaller features suggest a singular burning phenomenon. 
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Of the twelve identified hearth features (recognized by the charcoal and ash patches), 
only one could not be firmly associated with a house structure, cooking structure, 
windbreak, or a structure of any other type (Bright 2003, 30). Generally, hearth features 
contained a black fill, in many cases with terrestrial and aquatic faunal remains, ceramic 
sherds, and stone fragments. In two cases, the hearth features contained human remains.  
 
At the site of Tanki Flip on Aruba, three types of hearths were identified in a sample of 27 
hearth features (Versteeg 1997). These included 1) round to oval configurations with a 
light-grey ash fill; 2) sometimes lined with rocks and stones with traces signifying heat 
exposure; and 3) large (100 to 140 cm in diameter) circular configurations with dark red 
soil demonstrating signs of exposure to extreme heat (Versteeg 1997, 303). The ash-
hearths were found to be most abundant at the site. All of these hearth features were 
located inside floorplans. In some cases, posthole features around the hearths suggest 
the presence of supportive structures in these areas. Other sites where similar types of 
hearth and structure configurations are found include Playa Blanca 5 on Puerto Rico 
(Curet 1992), Kelbey’s Ridge 2 on Saba (Hofman and Hoogland 2016), and Golden Rock on 
St. Eustatius (Versteeg and Schinkel 1992). 
  
2.4.4. Mounds 
In contrast to the South American mainland, the earthen constructions encountered in 
the context of insular Caribbean archaeology are relatively smaller. Nonetheless, there is 
no cause to consider the pre-colonial inhabitants of the Caribbean islands to be lesser 
innovative thinkers and engineers. For instance, the ball courts and ceremonial plazas of 
the Greater Antilles are demonstrations of large-scale planning and organized 
construction (e.g., Alegría 1983; Curet and Stringer 2010). With regards to the type of 
earthworks studied in this chapter, a specific distinction is required from the outset. 
Middens are circular-, oval-, or doughnut-shaped elevated areas typically associated with 
pre-colonial refuse disposal. Multiple-activity mounds (or montículos/mounds), which are 
often similar in shape to the middens, are associated with a wider range of activities 
besides the disposal of refuse. Earthen walls are generally characterized by an elongated, 
banana-like shape, with an internal stratigraphy that points more towards intentional 
build-up, for instance to mark the living area (Hofman et al. 2018a, 210). Middens, 
mounds, and earthen walls generally accumulate over a longer period of time. 
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Sites with extensive shell middens are known, for instance, in Cuba and Hispaniola (e.g., 
Cosculluela 1946; Koski-Karell 2002, 140-144; Ortega 2002; Rainey 1941), but they will not 
be considered further in this study. 
 
To date, it has been difficult for archaeologists to define exactly what factors determine 
the location of multiple-activity mounds, the change of their purpose and use through 
time, and the discontinuation of a mound as a locale for activities in general. As Wilson 
(2007, 89) noted, understanding how these mounds relate to houses, plazas, and activity 
areas, instead of understanding them purely as indicators of the presence of human 
occupation, has only scarcely been a focus of archaeological studies. Archaeological 
research such as that conducted by the Nexus 1492 team at various sites in the 
northwestern Dominican Republic is at the forefront in attempts to gain a deeper 
understanding of mound use, mound chronology, and their spatial relation to other 
settlement elements, within Caribbean archaeology (e.g., Hofman and Hoogland 2015; 
Hofman et al. 2016, 2018; Herrera Malatesta 2018; de Ruiter 2012; Sonneman et al. 2016; 
Ulloa Hung 2014; Ulloa Hung and Herrera Malatesta 2015; Ulloa Hung and de Ruiter 
2011). 
 
Keegan and Hofman (2017, 117, 167) identify the occurrence of montículos (mounds) as 
a particular element of Meillacoid and Chicoid sites in the Dominican Republic (see also 
Herrera Malatesta 2018; Hofman et al 2018). However, mounds and middens have been 
recorded for this period at numerous other sites across the Greater Antilles. For instance, 
Guarch Delmonte writes about multiple sites with montículos in the eastern regions of 
Cuba (Guarch Delmonte 1972). Particularly at the sites of Laguna de Limones and Pueblo 
Viejo, the spatial organization of the settlements and the internal stratigraphy of the 
mounds is quite similar to what is seen at contemporaneous sites on the Dominican 
Republic (Guarch Delmonte 1972, 20-46; Keegan and Hofman 2017, 165-167). A detailed 
study of spatial organization of settlements in Jamaica has yet to receive more academic 
attention, although large sites with middens and levelled habitation areas are known, 
such as the White Marl site (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 190; Hayley L. Mickleburgh 
personal communication 2018). Nonetheless, numerous sites with middens have been 
documented over the years (e.g., Allsworth-Jones 2008; de Booy 1915; Duerden 1895 in 
Allsworth-Jones 2008), and their similarity to the Meillacoid type of sites has been 
acknowledged. For example, the site on the Retreat property in St. Ann shows several 
likenesses in organization, including the presence of mounds, according to Keegan and 
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Hofman (2017, 190). In the Bahama Archipelago, mounds of similar character were 
encountered at the MC-6 site (Middle Caicos; Keegan 2007). According to Berman et al. 
(2013, 265), the Turks & Caicos islands, ‘as a colonial enclave on the northern periphery 
of a Hispaniolan sphere of influence’, is dotted by ‘Meillacan’ sites that fit the modo de 
vida proposed by Veloz Maggiolo et al. (1981) based on archaeological research in the 
Dominican Republic. Another prime example of a Meillacan site in the Turks & Caicos 
islands is that of Pelican Cay (Middle Caicos), which consists of a plaza surrounded by 
domestic structures, accompanied by a dense midden (Berman et al. 2013, 265). On 
Puerto Rico, like in the rest of the Greater Antilles, Late Ceramic Age settlement patterns 
are characterized by smaller and more diversified settlement types, often located further 
inland (e.g., Curet et al. 2004; Torres 2012, 417). These settlements were predominantly 
inhabited by nuclear families. Mirroring Saladoid organizational patterns, settlements 
tended to consist of a central open space, surrounded by small domestic structures, and 
enclosed by middens (Curet and Oliver 1998, 222-223; Torres 2012, 64-66). 
 
In the Dominican Republic, the Ceramic Age (starting around approximately 600 B.C.) was 
similarly characterized by large villages where multiple families lived together in large 
houses. Settlements had extensive central plazas and earthworks such as montículos and 
village enclosures (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 117, 122, Wilson 1990, 22). At a regional 
scale, the transition from the Early to the Late Ceramic Age is characterized by a 
movement of people away from the coast and the establishment of a wide variety of 
settlements further inland in the islands. These settlements are generally smaller and 
characterized by fewer and smaller houses most likely inhabited by nuclear families 
(Keegan and Hofman 2017, 97). This change in settlement pattern has been well-
documented on Puerto Rico (e.g., Curet et al. 2004; Torres 2012) but is also recognized 
on the Dominican Republic and other islands (e.g., Hofman et al. 2004; Murphy 2004; 
Torres 2012; de Waal 2006; Wilson 1990). Besides large villages, settlement patterns in 
the Dominican Republic included smaller villages, hamlets, homesteads, and activity areas 
(Keegan and Hofman 2017, 123).  
 
As mentioned above, montículos are considered a common feature of Chicoid and 
Meillacoid sites in the Dominican Republic (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 167). In the 1970s, 
Marcio Veloz Maggiolo and colleagues conducted archaeological excavations at the site 
of El Carril, which is situated approximately 2km west of El Flaco. This site also forms part 
of ongoing excavations by Nexus 1492 (Hofman et al. 2018a). Veloz Maggiolo and 
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colleagues also took an interest in the mounds, or montículos, counting no fewer than 125 
of them across 53.000 m2 at El Carril. According to them, these mounds were intentionally 
constructed for agricultural purposes. This agricultural technique was also recognized at 
the Meillacoid sites of El Choco and La Espinas in the Puerto Plata province (Veloz 
Maggiolo et al. 1981, 332). However, recent studies by Hofman et al. 2016 and 2018a and 
Sonneman et al. 2016 have provided evidence that these mounds were in fact used for a 
variety of purposes, of which horticultural activities formed but one.  
 
According to Veloz Maggiolo and colleagues, both the stratigraphy and the material 
culture encountered in the mounds were deliberately deposited there, with the intent to 
optimize the mounds’ agricultural success. The description of the mounds by Veloz 
Maggiolo and colleagues is as follows:  
 
“On the surface and in the upper layers of the mounds there are marine shells 
of all different kinds. A thick layer of ash appears at a depth of approximately 
10cm. Directly beneath this is a layer consisting of limestone (“calzada de piedras 
calizas” 3) that are quite clearly brought in from elsewhere. Below this layer 
appears a 30cm thick layer of black humus soil with humus characteristics. 
Beneath the humus soil is another layer of limestone similar to the one 
encountered above” (Veloz Maggiolo et al. 1981, 332-333; translation by 
author).  
 
In the view of Veloz Maggiolo and colleagues, the limestone layer functioned as a way to 
keep the black soil fertile for agricultural purposes. Supposedly, the limestone soil and 
rocks prevented water from rapidly passing through the mound. Furthermore, the 
presence of large amounts of waste in the mounds has also been interpreted as having 
been dumped on the mounds by the former inhabitants of the site with the intent to 
enhance fertilization. Whatever was included in the stratigraphy of the mound was 
contributed to the mounds’ agricultural productivity (Veloz Maggiolo et al. 1981, 333).  
 
Research conducted by Jorge Ulloa Hung (2014) in the provinces of Puerto Plata and 
Valverde identified 43 sites (dated to between AD 800 and AD 1500; Meillacoid and 
                                                             
3Calzada de piedras calizas literally translates to “limestone roadway”. It is highly doubtful that a 
feature comparable to a modern road was encountered in the pre-colonial archaeological record, 
which is why here it is referred to simply as a limestone layer. 
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Chicoid cultural traditions) where levelled areas were surrounded by artificial mounds. 
These small- and medium-sized sites were found in both elevated areas, such as ridges 
and hillsides, as well as in flatter regions where natural barriers were limited (Hofman et 
al. 2018a; de Ruiter 2012; Ulloa Hung 2014; Ulloa Hung and de Ruiter 2011). Sites with a 
similar organization were also identified in the northwestern province of Monte Cristi 
(Herrera Malatesta 2018; Hofman et al. 2018a; de Ruiter 2012; Sonneman et al. 2016; 
Ulloa Hung and Herrera Malatesta 2015). Still further towards the west, and into modern-
day Haïti, settlements are characterized by both shell middens and larger mounds 
(Hofman et al. 2018a). According to Hofman et al. (2018a, 207-208), pre-colonial sites in 
northwestern Hispaniola situated in intermediate areas between two geographic regions, 
for example a mountain and valley, are generally of larger size and show a higher degree 
of style mixtures in artifacts than sites in other geographic areas. Research has 
furthermore shown that the occurrence of artificial mounds is a specific element of pre-
colonial sites in the northern region of the island but does not necessarily testify to the 
importance of the site in the region (e.g., Hofman et al. 2018a, 214; Herrera Malatesta 
2018, 230-231; Sonneman et al. 2016; Ulloa Hung 2014).  
 	 	
2.5. Conclusion 
The aim of this chapter was to gain as much conceptual knowledge of posthole features, 
hearth features, and mounds as possible. This information was extracted from 
archaeological and ethnographic sources from Amazonia, as well as archaeological studies 
from the pre-colonial insular Caribbean. The presented cases provide a source of 
inspiration which to compare and contrast with the archaeological record at El Flaco.  
 
Based on the information presented in this chapter, several preliminary conclusions might 
be drawn with respect to the information available in both regions. First, the available 
archaeological research focusing on building traditions or hearth features in the 
Amazonian region is relatively limited. Although the Huapula case provided some 
archaeological insight into the issue of construction of houses in Amazonia, the majority 
of the gathered information on structures is presented in the paragraph considering them 
from an ethnographical perspective. The academic focus on modern Indigenous 
(communal) structures in recent years seems to have shifted to ritual, political, social, and 
economic associations with structures, rather than how they were built. Fortunately, the 
ethnoarchaeological study of the Nukak by Politis (2007) provided some relief in this 
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respect. Comparably little mention in archaeological literature is made of hearth features, 
where again the Huapula case offers considerable clarification on the issue. Contrastively, 
the archaeological literature on mounds in the region was much more extensive in 
comparison.  
 
For the insular Caribbean region, although the available archaeological literature on all 
three site elements is relatively extensive, there is a pointed lack of ethnographic research 
conducted in the region. This is in large part a result of the devastating and lasting effects 
of colonialism since 1492.  
 
In sum, in both regions the spatial patterning of wooden posthole features conforms to 
cultural preference and, in some cases, to Indigenous worldview. For the Amazonian 
region these notions are supported greatly by ethnographic research. Furthermore, based 
on the cases presented in this chapter, it can be tentatively concluded that the use of pre-
colonial mounds in both regions was diverse. Nevertheless, the presence of trash middens 
and toss zones seems to be almost a universal aspect of (semi-)permanent habitation in 
both pre-colonial and present-day Amazonia, as well as in the archaeological record of 
Caribbean Islands. Finally, in both regions hearth features seem to be the main signifiers 
of cooking activities. The location of cooking areas within settlements is frequently 
surmised from a combination of factors such as the location of hearths, the analysis of 
spatial distribution artifact assemblages, and ash lenses and charcoal remains in 
stratigraphy or features. In some cases, the presence of supportive structures around 
hearth features was tentative and based on only a few excavated posthole features.  
 
The following chapter will outline the theoretical concepts and approaches embraced in 
this study. This chapter will first consider how regional landscape approaches are relevant 
to the current study and may be distilled to function on a local scale. Furthermore, it 
addresses some of the theoretical concepts inherent in ethnoarchaeological and 
archaeological methods and interpretations.   
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3 | Theoretical Concepts and Approaches 
	
3.1. Introduction 
The following chapter outlines the concepts and approaches that together provide a 
theoretical framework for the research presented in this thesis. The chapter will first delve 
into the theoretical premises for the landscape approach and consider how place is 
defined. It will then explain how Ingold’s taskscape concept can in fact be distilled to serve 
the research conducted in this study at a local scale. Secondly, this chapter will consider 
the debate surrounding the use of ethnography in archaeology, which is primarily focues 
on the use of concepts such as analogy and conceptualization, how they are understood 
theoretically, and how they are practically implemented.  
 
 
3.2. The Archaeology of Place 
To understand the concept of place it is first necessary to accurately understand that in 
which it is inherently and unequivocally embedded: the landscape. At the core of the 
discussion surrounding the definition of landscape is the relationship that people have 
with the spaces they occupy. In Western social science, the distinction between, and 
degree of influence of, the natural, physical environment and cultural elements on this 
relationship, and the subsequent shaping of landscape, can be traced to the late-
nineteenth century debate between Friederich Ratzel and Emile Durkheim (Hirsch 1995). 
For Ratzel, the natural environment imposed on how people engaged with the spaces 
they inhabited and how they differentiated themselves from other peoples. For 
Durkheim, institutional frameworks shaped the collective consciousness which 
subsequently formed society. The physical environment played a secondary role in this 
society formation (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 158). In other words, Ratzel gave prominence to 
nature and Durkheim gave prominence to culture in the human-environment relationship 
that shapes landscapes. Since then the various meanings of landscape have situated 
themselves somewhere along the nature-culture spectrum (e.g. Anschuetz et al. 2001, 
158; Cosgrove 1985; Jackson 1984; Stilgoe 1982; see also Anschuetz et al. 2001 for more 
exhaustive overview).  
 
As a result, both terminologically and methodologically, landscape can be defined in a 
wide variety of ways (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 191). For this reason, it has been 
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characterized as ambiguous (Gosden and Head 1994, 113), and even ‘vacuous’ (Thomas 
1993b, 20). According to Anschuetz et al. (2001, 164), the first to formally define what 
landscape entails was Carl Sauer (1925, 46). Sauer stated:  
 
“The cultural landscape is fashioned from a natural landscape by a culture group. 
Culture is the agent, the natural area is the medium, the cultural landscape is the 
result. Under the influence of a given culture, itself changing through time, the 
landscape undergoes development, passing through phases, and probably 
reaching ultimately the end of its cycle of development. With the introduction of 
a different – that is, alien – culture, a rejuvenation of the cultural landscape sets 
in, or a new landscape is superimposed on the remnants of an older one”. 
 
This quote pinpoints several characteristics of landscape that will be discussed in the 
following paragraphs. It will also discuss how the landscape approach, particularly Ingold’s 
taskscape (Ingold 1993, 2000), is relevant to the archaeological research presented in this 
thesis and how the concept of place features in this approach. 
 
Moving beyond the early debates between Ratzel and Durkheim, some researchers have 
considered that to implement a landscape approach in archaeological research, there are 
several factors that need to be taken into account (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 160-161). The 
first is that landscape is not synonymous with the physical environment. Landscape is the 
outcome of cultural structure and organization of, and human interaction with, the 
natural environment. It is therefore man-made (e.g., Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Hicks et 
al. 2007; Ingold 1993). The use of the word ‘natural’ to define earthly or terrestrial 
features is refrained from, since, and in following Ingold (1993, 2000), ‘nature’ is culturally 
perceived, as no human can see the world from outside their own understanding of it. 
The use of the term ‘physical’ thus attempts to objectify earthly or terrestrial features 
beyond cultural perception. This idea introduces the second factor: landscape is the 
product of cultural beliefs, values, and practices. By projecting cultural beliefs, values, and 
practices onto the physical environment, meaningful places are created (e.g., Boone 1994; 
Cosgrove 1985; Thompson 1995). The third factor defines landscape as the context where 
all human activity occurs and the milieu wherein humans survive (e.g., Binford 1982; 
Deetz 1990). Finally, the fourth factor defines landscape as dynamic. Each group or 
generation that lives in and with the landscape imposes their own cultural projections 
onto it and arranges it in unique patterns (e.g., Bender 2002). Following these arguments: 
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“landscape is a cultural process” (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 161), where culturally formed 
properties and naturally organized resources interplay in the formation of the landscape 
(e.g., Anschuetz 1998; Bender 1993, 2002; Brück and Goodman 1999; Hicks et al. 2007; 
Ingold 1993, 2007, 2017; van Kolen and Renes 2015; Layton and Ucko 1999; Rossignol and 
Wandsnider 1992; Tilley 1994).  
 
From the 1960s and 1970s onwards, the landscape approach has been implemented in 
archaeological practices from two perspectives that can be broadly categorized as the 
positivist scientific perspective and the socio-cultural perspective (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 
164-165; see also Aston 1997; David and Thomas 2008; Thomas 2012). The first describes 
quantitative approaches to landscape including for instance movement network, nodes, 
and surface models (e.g., Rossignol 1992; Wandsnider 1992; Willey and Sabloff 1980). The 
second describes qualitative approaches to landscape that consider the embedding of 
human perception, belief, and value in the landscape (e.g., David and Wilson 2002). These 
include for instance, phenomenology, idealism, and symbolism (e.g., Bender 1993; Bender 
et al. 2007; Johnson 2007, 2012; Tilley 1994; Thomas 1993a).  
 
From the history of archaeological thought, we can observe that how landscape is 
understood varies depending on how much prominence is given to nature versus culture, 
both in the definition and in the practical approach (e.g., Johnson 2007, 2-3). Despite 
these variations, landscapes, according to the overview provided by Anschuetz et al. 
(2001, 191), are commonly understood as “worlds of cultural product which represent the 
record of the dynamic processes of human interaction with their environment”. The 
landscape approach is relevant to archaeological studies in that it provides a framework 
within which to address the dynamic and interdependent relationship between people 
and their physical environment through space and time (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 159, 191). 
In fact, archaeological studies form but one part of the landscape paradigm. It focuses 
specifically on how people organized activities across spatial and temporal dimensions in 
the past and in so doing determines the cultural and natural parameters in this 
organization (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 187; see also Bender 2002). Suffice it to say here that 
there are innumerable ways to approach the landscape in archaeological studies and 
elsewhere. For an exhaustive overview of the potential for the landscape approach in 
archaeology and other disciplines, the author directs the reader to the article by 
Anschuetz and colleagues (2001). 
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The landscape approach is relevant to the current study as it tries to understand the 
processes of human activity that resulted in the formation of the archaeological record. 
However, since the focus of this research is on a single archaeological site (i.e. El Flaco), 
the concern now is to define the meaning of place in the context of the landscape. As was 
already mentioned in passing above, meaningful places are created through the human 
projection of cultural beliefs, values, and perceptions onto their physical environment. 
Here, again, the literature provides nuance in the explicit definition. A basic definition of 
a place might be a fixed location in an environmental context where human activity has 
occurred (e.g., Ingold 2007, 79). However, place incorporates much more than just the 
material remnants of human activity.  
 
According to Tilley (1994, 18), place is about human “situatedness in relation to identity 
and action” and is dependent on human consciousness and experiences of it. The meaning 
of place is therefore structured by human intentionality (see also Papmehl-Dufay 2015; 
Tilley 2004, 2016). Yet, the physical elements in an environmental context have influence 
on the human consciousness and experiences that ‘build’ a place. Indeed, the material 
and the mental interact and recursively construct places (e.g., Johnson 1999, 114; 
Turnbull 2002, 131). Ingold (2011) describes how, then, all these places connect in the 
landscape (see also Ingold 2000). He contends that “lives are led not inside places, but 
through, around, to and from them, from and to places elsewhere” (Ingold 2011, 148). 
According to Ingold, places are the localized product where continuous intertwining trails 
of movement meet. The movement does not stop but is interconnected with all other 
places where two or more trails meet (Ingold 2011, 146-149).  
 
Nevertheless, the experience of a place can occur at any spatial level, from personal, to 
communal, to regional, and so forth (Tilley 1994, 14-17). The intertwining of experiences 
and place makes place an inherently powerful tool and vehicle for memory (e.g., Hayden 
12-18; Küchler 1993; Tilley 1994, 26-29; Trigg 2012, 45-98). According to Hayden (1997, 
16), associations to – or memories of – well-being or distress determines peoples’ 
attachment to places: “an individual’s sense of place is both a biological response to the 
surrounding physical environment and a cultural creation”. An example of a cultural 
creation that is intricately tied to place is provided by Borck and Simpson (2017, 478), who 
identify ceramic sherds associated with the Gallina people (North American Southwest) 
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as “memory pieces” that functioned as “physical attachments to previous places and 
diverse histories”.  
 
Like landscape, there are many definitions of place and many frameworks have been 
developed to approach the archaeology of place (e.g., Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Bender 
1993; Brück and Goldman 1999; Feld and Basso 1996; Hirsh and O’Hanlon 1995; 
Thompson 1995). In this study, is place considered as a combination of the definition 
provided by Anschuetz et al. (2001, 161), Ingold (2000), and others (see above) that 
landscape is created through a mutually influential relationship between humans, their 
culture, and the physical environment they inhabit. Thus, a community’s daily activities, 
beliefs, and practices create meaningful places in the particular environmental context 
they inhabit. To bridge between theoretical concepts and archaeological practice, I will 
follow Herrera Malatesta (2018, 44-45) in that place is synonymous with an archaeological 
site. Herrera Malatesta defines site as “one or more areas of activity that are defined by 
one or more tasks”, or in archaeological phrasing, a group of material manifestations as 
the result of past human activity. Following this, and in agreement with Herrera Malatesta 
(2018), a site represents a place, since both are the result of human activity in specific 
environmental contexts. In the context of this study, the site of El Flaco is thus the 
culturally constructed and meaningful place that is studied.  
 
Thus, human activity, which is defined by the interdependent relationship of cultural 
traditions and customs and the physical, or natural, environment, gives form to places 
which are intertwined to create a landscape. However, the author does recognize that 
perceivably ‘empty’ spaces between places in the landscape can also be meaningful and 
should also be considered as more than just economically valuable (Brück and Goodman 
1999, 11; see also Tilley 1994). Nevertheless, archaeological research is often restricted 
to the material manifestations that are brought forward by the interdependent cultural-
physical relationship in past landscapes. Despite the importance of the wider landscape 
beyond perceived places, this research will focus exclusively on such material 
manifestations. Of course, like landscape and place, human activity is variable in type and 
thus in the material manifestation it leaves behind. The landscape is consequently layered 
by different types of human activity. Hence, archaeologists are faced with the task of 
identifying which landscapes, and therefore what type of human activity, is evidenced by 
the material encountered in the archaeological record.  
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The taskscape concept developed by Ingold (1993; 2000; 2017) has the potential to 
benefit archaeologists in exactly this matter. Tasks in effect substitute for human activity. 
All material manifestations resulting from specific task within an environmental context 
are collectively referred to as the taskscape (Hence Herrera Malatesta’s definition of site). 
The taskscape can play out in a wide variety of temporal and spatial scales. For instance, 
the building of specific structures, for example communal houses in the Amazonian 
region, can be considered at the scale of several communities within a region, within 
several countries, or across the Amazon in its’ entirety. We can then speak of a spatial 
taskscape of communal houses. If the development of communal structure building 
through time were incorporated, the taskscape would also have a temporal dimension. In 
contrast to an increasing spatial scale at which the taskscape can be studied, this study 
argues that it also has the potential to be distilled from a landscape to a local, place-based 
perspective; in this instance, at the site of El Flaco. Like the formation of landscape at a 
larger scale, the archaeological site of El Flaco is shaped by the material remnants of a 
wide variety of human activities (or tasks) in the mutually influential relationship with the 
physical, contextual environment. In other words, this study will concentrate on place-
based taskscapes. By way of example, the presence of hearths in the archaeological 
record is primarily considered to be an indicator of cooking activities. The collective of 
activities associated with cooking, including the construction and use of the hearth, can 
thus be defined as the cooking taskscape within the archaeological assemblage of El Flaco.  
 
In a reappraisal of his concept, Ingold (2017) explains how, in fact, the use of taskscape is 
terminologically redundant. In the original development of the concept (Ingold 1993, 
2000), he intended to bring together human activity, natural elements, and the 
environmental context. However, as we have seen above, these three constituents are 
indeed fundamental to the understanding of landscape. As Ingold said: ‘landscape is 
taskscape because to shape the land is to work it’ (Ingold 2017, 23-24). For the purpose 
of this study, however, I will stick to the use of taskscape to identify amongst the various 
activities of which material remains have been encountered at El Flaco. Besides the 
above-mentioned cooking taskscape, these include the structure building taskscape and 
the mound building taskscape. 
 
To understand a landscape, or in the case of this study a place, it has to be conceptualized 
(Bender 1993, 2). Analogical thinking lies at the root of this process but has drawn criticism 
from several quarters in the past. The next section of this chapter will discuss the value of 
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analogical thinking, specifically with reference to ethnoarchaeological research and the 
methodological approaches taken to the archaeological record of El Flaco in this study.  
 
 
3.3. Analogical Reasoning in Archaeology and Ethnoarchaeology 
Archaeological interpretations are difficult without analogy (David and Kramer 2001; 
González-Ruibal 2003; Mans 2012; Politis 2007, 2015; Wylie 1982, 1985). Nevertheless, 
‘inference by analogy’ and the method of analogical reasoning have been the subject of 
considerable mistrust and therefore debate (Fogelin 2007, 607; Politis 2007, 55; Wylie 
1985, 63; 2002, 136-153). Inference by analogy refers to a simply structured process, 
which is described by Fogelin (2007, 607) as follows:  
 
“if A is composed of a set of traits (A1, A2, A3, …), and B shares those traits (B1, 
B2, B3, …), plus others (B4, B5), it follows that A might also have those traits (A4 
and A5)”  
 
Archaeologists have conducted a considerable amount of ethnographic fieldwork 
amongst traditional societies in order to develop their archaeological interpretations of 
the past (Politis 2007, 55; for an overview see also David and Kramer 2001; González-
Ruibal 2003). The development of ethnoarchaeology has, in broad terms, followed the 
main developments of theoretical trends in archaeology (Politis 2015, 46-53; see also 
Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos 2009). Although contributing to the formulation of 
several major paradigms in archaeological theory (see Van Reybrouck 2012 for an 
overview), the ethics of analogical reasoning inherent in the ethnoarchaeological 
approach have been criticized over the years. The main issue with analogical reasoning in 
ethnoarchaeological studies is that it uncritically consists of “simple and direct reading of 
the past from the present” (Watson 1982, 446), or in other words the “direct historical 
approach” (e.g., Gould and Watson 1982, 357). Critics suggested that analogical 
reasoning, in its quest to assimilate past to present, could only distort and limit 
archaeologists’ interpretations (e.g., Freeman 1968; Gould 1980; Gould and Watson 
1982). Gosselain (2016, 218) characterized the Western ethnoarchaeological approach as 
‘racist’, wherein contemporary Oceanic, African, and South American lifeways were 
considered to provide a much closer resemblance to ‘pre- and proto-historic people’ than 
Western society (see also Gosden 1999). However, it has been suggested that the 
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critiques are not necessarily focused on the theoretical framework of the approach, but 
rather stem from conceptual issues (e.g., González-Ruibal 2016).  
 
Despite these critiques, through the years many suggestions for the implementation of 
analogical reasoning in archaeological studies have been offered. These ranged from 
evolutionist and historic approaches (e.g., Clark 1951; Kluckhohn 1939; Strong 1942; 
Steward 1942) to the development of more exhaustive ethnographic sources applicable 
in analogical reasoning (e.g., Ascher 1968; Kleindienst and Watson 1956; Thompson 
1956).4 The remainder of this section will now discuss how analogical reasoning is 
understood and used in the ethnoarchaeological method of the study. This understanding 
primarily follows Alison Wylie (1985) and Jimmy Mans (2012).  
 
Interpretations in archaeology are constructed based on the analogies that determine the 
initial interpretation, and the constraints the archaeological data poses to these analogies 
(Mans 2012, 5; Wylie 1985, 95-96). Ethnographic studies provide the necessary, 
qualitative analogical frameworks needed in archaeological interpretation, as 
archaeologists cannot ‘read’ the meanings of the studied material culture based 
exclusively on the static context in which it is found (David and Kramer 2001, 1-2; Heider 
1967, 62; Mans 2012, 9). The ethnoarchaeological approach can be described as “a 
research strategy embodying a range of approaches to understanding the relationships of 
material culture to culture as a whole, both in the living context and as it enters the 
archaeological record, and to exploiting such understandings in order to inform 
archaeological concepts and to improve interpretation” (David and Kramer 2001, 2).  
 
Yet, it should not intend to equate the past with the present, as the above-mentioned 
critiques suggest it does. Knowledge gained from personal experience and ethnographic 
studies should function to enhance the ‘interpretative visibility’ (sensu Mans 2012, 179) 
with which the archaeological record can be approached. The use of ethnoarchaeological 
methods should result in “inspiring new ideas” and a “less Western-centric archaeology” 
(González-Ruibal 2016, 687; see also Meskell 2010). Following Mans (2012, 10), the key 
to dealing with analogies is contrast and the counter-chronological approach therein. 
Archaeological interpretations should be regarded as continuous renegotiations between 
                                                             
For a more exhaustive overview of the implementations of analogical reasoning in archaeology and 
ethnoarchaeology see Cunningham and MacEachern (2016), Meskell (2010), or Politis (2015). 
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archaeological data and analogies (Mans 2012, 9-10). An essential element of analogical 
inference, is relevance (Wylie 1985, 94). Relevance enters analogical reasoning “when 
analogs are compared for the relations that hold among the properties they share rather 
than for the simple presence or absence of these properties considered independently of 
one another” (Wylie 1985, 95; see also Wylie 1982, 2002). According to Fogelin (2007, 
607), inference to the best explanation in turn clarifies the relevant relationship, or the 
“principles of connection” (Wylie 2002, 147-148), between the components subject to 
analogical reasoning. It explains exactly why and how the components are relevant 
(Fogelin 2007, 610). By contrasting archaeological data with relevant present-day and 
historical analogies – and vice versa – inevitably, similarities become evident and can be 
weighed against emerging differences, after which the overall extent of the similarity, the 
end target of the analogy, can be determined (Mans 2012, 9-10; Wylie 1985, 97-98; 2002, 
136-153). In doing so, new archaeological data can resist and challenge ethnographical 
and historical projections and analogies, without inherently assuming cultural continuities 
between separate entities (Mans 2012, 7-12).  
 
According to Wylie, other main criteria for a successful analogical inference include 
“number and diversity of sources cited in the premises in which known and inferred 
similarities co-occur as postulated for the subject, and expansiveness of the conclusions 
relative to the premises” (Wylie 1985, 98). She argues that, although an extensively 
established connection between source and subject is one way to strengthen analogical 
reasoning, the sharing of one single attribute between source and subject is enough to 
validate the outcome of the analogy. In fact, the diversity of sources can result in “a 
profoundly creative, expansive form of interpretative argument” (Wylie 1985, 97-107). 
 
Thus, in accord with Wylie and Mans, it is here argued that the use of ethnographic 
analogies gives greater significance to archaeological interpretation through connection 
and contrast. In the words of David and Kramer (2001, 195), ethnoarchaeological 
inferences should function “as food for the archaeological imagination”, rather than 
recipes (see also Meskell 2010, 454). However, despite the revision of analogical thinking, 
the term still holds negative connotations. To avoid associated criticisms, the author will 
henceforth refrain from using the tern analogy and rather refer to the process of contrast 
and comparison as conceptualization. This term more adequately captures the 
inspirational characteristic of the contrastive method inherent in ethnoarchaeological 
studies. It furthermore refrains from implying one-to-one cultural connections between 
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the source (in this case the pre-colonial and contemporary Amazon, as well as the pre-
colonial Caribbean) and the subject (the archaeological record of El Flaco).  
 
In the Amazonian region, Donald Lathrap (1970) is considered the father of 
ethnoarchaeological investigation, wielding the method long before it was adopted as a 
separate field of study (DeBoer and Lathrap 1979; Zeidler 2014, 61). Since its conception 
in the late 1950s/early 1960s the application of ethnoarchaeological methods in both 
archaeological and ethnographical context has remained limited in this region. Besides 
Lathrap and Zeidler (1983), a handful of scholars have – with varying success – adopted 
the method. These include among others Siegel and Roe (1986), Duin (2009; 2014), Mans 
(2012; 2014), and Rostain (2006; 2011; 2017) (see also Politis 2015 for a more exhaustive 
overview). In the insular Caribbean, the use of ethnographic information from the 
mainland of South America has been widely used to conceptualize manufacturing 
techniques of pre-colonial material culture, for example ceramics, encountered in the 
archaeological record (e.g., Duin 2000/2001; Hofman and Jacobs 2000/2001; Hofman et 
al. 2008b; Petitjean Roget 1995; Rostain 1991; Rouse 1992; see also Hofman et al. 2008a).  
 
 
3.4. Conclusion 
In summary, this study will use a place-based taskscape approach to the archaeological 
record of El Flaco, which is informed by conceptualizations that rest on an interpretative 
visibility. This visibility is developed and enhanced through the use of ethnographic, 
archaeological, and ethnoarchaeological studies of pre-colonial and present-day 
Amazonia, as well as archaeological studies of the pre-colonial Caribbean. The next 
chapter will describe the ethnoarchaeological, methodological parameters that form the 
basic guidelines of the interpretative framework used in this study.   
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4 | Method and Approach 
	
4.1. Introduction 
This study uses an ethnoarchaeologically informed methodology to approach the 
archaeological record of El Flaco. It will do so by studying three selected examples of 
features encountered in this archaeological record including posthole features, hearth 
features, and the stratigraphic profiles of units excavated in the earthen wall. 
Understanding the spatial and temporal development of these individual features can 
inform archaeologists of pre-colonial structure building, and cooking activities, and the 
wide variety of activities inherent in daily life that result in the accumulation of the 
stratigraphy observed in mounds and earthen walls in the region. This knowledge can 
inform us about the spatial and temporal development of the pre-colonial village through 
time.  
 
The ethnoarchaeological methodology will be outlined in this chapter. It has been 
adapted from recent research in the Amazon Basin by Jimmy Mans (2012), supported by 
observations from a similar study conducted by Renzo Duin (2009) in the same region. 
The chapter concludes by defining the approach of this study.  
 
 
4.2. A Contrastive Methodology 
In 2007 and 2008 Jimmy Mans carried out archaeological fieldwork at the contemporary 
Trio village of Amotopo in Suriname. By studying real-time movements of people and 
objects in and out of the village using archaeological parameters, Mans presents a specific 
“recent archaeology” of Amotopo and its neighboring regions. In doing so, his research 
deconstructs the “group mobility perspective” in archaeology into “conceptual spheres of 
human and object movements” (Mans 2012, 14). The primary aim of Mans’s research is 
to shed light on the recent, local history (~ 100 years) of the Trio people in the Corentyne 
River basin in Suriname. In doing so, he provides archaeological research with conceptual 
methodological tools, which can be used to approach the archaeological record of the 
Caribbean-Amazonian region at the micro-level (Mans 2012, 5-14). According to Mans 
(2012, 9-10, 179), “reading” archaeological data necessitates an “interpretative visibility” 
that can only be achieved by contrasting the archaeological data with conceptual 
knowledge from contemporary studies. The overview of current knowledge of settlement 
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components in Amazonia and the Caribbean, based on archaeological and ethnographic 
studies presented in chapter 2, aims to enhance the interpretative visibility with which 
this study turns towards the archaeological record of El Flaco in chapter 6. 
 
 4.2.1. Archaeological parameters 
The basic archaeological principles used by Mans in his study establish “that beings and 
objects present at a certain archaeological site must once have moved to this specific 
place. […] All trajectories ultimately lead to the archaeological site under investigation, 
but at the same time these trajectories also form the key to comprehending the 
movements of their carriers” (Mans 2012, 15). Mans used a combination of mapping, 
observation, and interviews to plot the movements (or trajectories) of objects and people 
in, out of, and around the village of Amotopo.  
 
Mans studied the mobilia and immobilia of Amotopo. Mobilia refers to all objects and 
materials that are brought to the village by humans, who themselves are the most 
important mobilia. Immobilia refers to the site at large and all of its components (i.e. 
structures, refuse heaps, etc.). In the process of immobilization mobilia become 
immobilia, signifying the end of the trajectories. For instance, when a post (mobilia) is 
built into a structure (immobilia), the movement of the post has stopped (Mans 2012, 15-
17). Mans refers to all immobilia of the ‘built environment’ specifically as residential 
immobilia. Arguably, at an archaeological site (if it is a habitation site), all features and 
artifacts encountered are residential immobilia. To simplify the used terminology in my 
analysis of El Flaco, I will refer to what Mans identifies as residential immobilia simply as 
‘features’. The studied residential immobilia of Amotopo included posts and stakes, 
ditches, hearths, and refuse deposits. The variables of the archaeological framework with 
which Mans studied the immobilia of Amotopo were deduced from his description of the 
village. These are summarized in Table 2. 
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Immobilia 
category 
Documented archaeological variables 
General 
Amount (absolute and percentage) of (visible) traces per 
immobilia category. 
Location of traces per identified immobilia category within the 
village. 
Spatial interrelation of identified components (in m). 
Activity areas of village. 
Boundaries of village. 
Posts and stakes 
Type of wood used per type of post or stake. 
Function of post or stake. 
Depth of foundation hole for post or stake (in cm). 
Circumference and length (i.e. height above ground) (in cm). 
Spatial interrelation of posts and stakes (i.e. identification of 
structure types) (in cm). 
Floor area size of identified structures (in m2). 
Spatial, intra-structure interrelation of posts and stakes (in cm). 
Ditches Depth (in cm). 
Hearths 
Spatial interrelation with other components (in m). 
Outline of ash stains (in cm). 
Red coloring of underlying soil. 
Refuse deposits Area covered by deposit (in m
2). 
Content of deposit inferred from waste found elsewhere. 
 
The archaeological study of Amotopoan immobilia ultimately lead to the schematic 
representation of the village presented in figure 16 on the next page. In brief, Mans notes 
that the village consists of sequential bands of activity, starting with the central communal 
structure in a cleared space fanning out towards the peripheral area between the village 
and the forest where the refuse mounds are located. Inside the boundaries of the village, 
garden plots are used to grow plants for daily use, whilst larger gardens are located 
beyond the refuse mounds in the forest. With regards to the structures, Mans notes that 
the communal, habitation, and cooking structures are all elliptical, whilst ancillary 
structures are rectangular. Ancillary structures may include pot structures, hearth 
structures, camp structures, sugarcane structures, kennels, windshields, gutter supports, 
and lavatories. Intra-structure individual posts and stakes include hammock posts, plant 
supports, and birdcage supports (Mans 2012, 69-85).  
Table 2. Overview of archaeological variables per category of immobilia studied by Mans in 
Amotopo (after Mans 2012, 44-81). 
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Figure 16. Schematic plan of the village of Amotopo (Mans 2012, 83). 
 66 
Renzo Duin observed similar characteristics in his study of the intra-settlement spatial 
organization of the Wayana village of Espérance in French Guiana (see fig. 17). However, 
since the aim of Duin’s research was centered on understanding the role of the 
community roundhouses in Wayana socio-political organization (Duin 2009, 24), the 
description of Espérance is based on observations and not on the same archaeological 
parameters used in the study by Mans. Nevertheless, Duin observes similar construction 
Figure 17. Schematic planview of the village of Espérance through 
time (adapted from Duin 2009, 128).  
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techniques, such as the use of somatic lengths to create foundation holes for posts and 
identifies compounds of associated structures within the village and an overall layout of 
sequential activity bands Duin 2009, 125-130).  
 
The gathered information on construction and spatial layout of components of the villages 
studied by Mans (2012) and Duin (2009) are summarized in Table 3. However, this 
information should not be conceived as principles that impose a ‘truth’ on the 
archaeological record with which they are contrasted and compared. Rather, this 
information serves as a source of inspiration, perhaps as handles, with which to approach 
the archaeological record. In other words, they may guide the conceptualization process 
but do not intend to restrict the possibilities of the interpretation. 
 
Table 3. Overview of information gathered from the studies by Mans (2012) and Duin (2009).5 
  Information gathered 
General 
The village boundary is fluid and subject to change 
depending on the movement of the inhabitants. *• 
The village is not necessarily ring-shaped but does consist of 
'concentric' activity bands that start with the communal 
structure in the centrally cleared space and end with the 
band of refuse heaps. *• 
Material culture and feature density might be low in and 
around habitation structures as they are swept on a daily 
basis. * 
Even though the cooking structure is located behind the 
habitation structure, it is still visible from the communal 
structure. * 
There can be multiple concentric habitation 'rings' in a 
village. *• 
Villages are frequently built over prior abandoned garden 
plots, resulting in the sequential alternating overlap of 
garden plots and settlements through time. • 
 
 
Postholes The amount of structures does not necessarily reflect the 
number of inhabitants. * 
                                                             
5 In table 2, the * symbol indicates the information was extracted from the study by Mans (2012) 
and the • symbol indicates the information was extracted from the study by Duin (2009). 
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Features 
habitation and cooking structures can be closely related in 
the form of 'compounds'. They have a clear spatial relation 
which can be surmised from their mutual proximity. The 
cooking structure is always placed behind the habitation 
structure. *• 
Posts that carry the weight of structures are founded and 
require foundation holes to be dug. Smaller posts and 
stakes are thrust directly in the ground and might not show 
up as evidently in the archaeological record. * 
The depth of the foundation hole for larger posts is 
determined by somatic lengths. *• 
Smaller supportive structures are all rectangular and include 
drying racks, hearth structures, camp structures, kennels, 
lavatories, storage supports hammock posts, plant supports, 
and birdcage supports. * 
Supportive structures are usually associated with the 
habitation structure to which they are located nearest. * 
Smaller food preparation structures, wind shields, and 
gutter supports are all exclusively associated with cooking 
structures and the cooking area. * 
Refuse 
deposits 
The refuse heap with the densest material culture could 
indicate a spatial association to a structure used for 
communal purposes. * 
Refuse heaps are spatially associated with habitation and 
cooking structures. *• 
Refuse heaps signify the outer band of the village boundary. 
*• 
Interlaying the cleared area and the refuse heaps is the toss 
zone. The more durable artifacts are found here. * 
Cooking 
area 
The densest cluster of features is associated with the 
cooking area and can include hearths. * 
Ash from hearths is swept, removed, and deposited in trash 
pits periodically.*• 
Plants and herbs used in daily cooking are grown close to 
cooking structures. These are grown in the 'horticultural 
band', which is spatially located between the toss zone and 
the refuse heaps. *• 
Larger garden plots to provide subsistence are located 
outside the 'boundary' of the village, in the forest. *• 
Hearths are an exclusive feature of the cooking area. *• 
 
The schematic representations presented in Figure 5.1. and 5.2. are based on 
observations of villages on which “an artificial ‘freeze’” (Mans 2012, 87) was imposed. 
Table 2. Continued. 
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Both Mans (2012, 87) and Duin (2009, 123) remark that the ‘boundaries’ of a village are 
flexible depending on the needs of the residents. The idea that villages take on different 
shapes throughout their occupation, with shifting activity zones, is often overlooked in 
archaeological interpretations. This results in the definition of archaeological ‘villages’ and 
‘settlements’ based on an archaeological record that has accumulated over long periods 
of time, sometimes even hundreds of years of occupation.  
 	
4.3. Approach 
By focusing on the parameters used in the studies by Mans (2012) and Duin (2009), it is 
possible to extract a methodology with which to approach the archaeological record. The 
advantage of this methodology is that it is infused with knowledge of Indigenous peoples 
and their ways of life within a village. By gathering current knowledge of contemporary 
and pre-colonial Amazonian and pre-colonial Caribbean village use and layout, the 
interpretative visibility gained through the use of the aforementioned parameters is 
further enhanced. The ethnoarchaeological methodology aims to assist and provide 
inspiring ideas for the interpretation of the large clusters of features, their configuration, 
and their spatial interrelation at the site of El Flaco considered in this study. It can 
furthermore contribute towards a better understanding of the temporal fluctuations of 
village boundaries. Ultimately, this methodology provides the current archaeological 
investigation with the conceptual tools necessary to refine interpretations of village 
layout and use through time. By contrasting the ethnoarchaeological methodology and 
current knowledge of village use and layout from a wide geographic region in the 
Americas with the selected archaeological features and mound stratigraphies from the 
site of El Flaco, this study will arrive at a well-informed, meaningful, and accurate 
interpretation of the use of each of these elements individually, as well as their 
interrelated spatial development through time.  
 
However, the aim of this study is not to present a conclusive narrative of El Flaco’s spatial 
and temporal developments throughout the pre-colonial occupation of the site. Rather, 
this thesis should be considered as a pilot study. Most importantly, the gathered 
conceptual tools that intend to enhance the interpretative visibility of archaeologists 
working in the (pre-colonial) Amazon and Caribbean regions are contrasted with specific 
examples of posthole and hearth features and stratigraphic profiles of mounds of a pre-
colonial archaeological record in the Caribbean. This approach arrives at a more in-depth 
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understanding of house building, cooking activities, and mound building in the pre-
colonial Caribbean. In doing so, this study will contribute to the creation of the spatial and 
temporal developmental narrative of El Flaco.  
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5 | Hispaniola 	
5.1. Introduction 
The insular Caribbean stretches across 4000 km between the North, Central, and South 
American mainland (see fig. 18). It encompasses several island chains including the 
Greater Antilles; the Lesser Antilles; the Bahamas; and the Southern Antilles, comprising 
of the islands located off the north coast of the South American mainland such as Curaçao, 
Aruba, and Bonaire, and the Los Roques Archipelago.  
Hispaniola is part of the Greater Antilles, located in the northwestern section of the 
Caribbean island chain. The island is shared by the modern-day countries of Haíti (west) 
and the Dominican Republic (east). Hispaniola is a volcanic island – although no volcanoes 
have been recently active – and has several long mountain ranges and wide valleys 
(Fitzpatrick and Keegan 2007, 31-32). The vegetation of the island is characterized by high 
mountains, river valleys, and a coastal zone consisting of mangroves, and beaches. El Flaco 
is located in the foothills of the northern mountain range, the Cordillera Septentrional. 
This mountain range stretches across 200 km of the north part of the island and separates 
the Cibao Valley to the south from the Atlantic coast in the north (Hofman et al. 2018a, 
202).  
Figure 18. The Caribbean Islands. The site of El Flaco on the island of Hispaniola is marked. 
Image by Menno Hoogland (adapted from Vroom 2016, 12).  
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5.2. A brief history of settling the islands 
	 5.2.1. Pre-colonial Migrations 
The oldest site on Hispaniola is the Vignier III site in Haíti, which dates to approximately 
4510-4350 BC (Rodríguez Ramos et al. 2013, 127). For the Dominican Republic, the earliest 
occupation has been identified at the site of Barrera-Mordán and dates to approximately 
4000 BC (Keegan 1994, 265; Keegan and Hofman 2017, 30; Veloz Maggiolo and Pantel 
1989, 89; see also Veloz Maggiolo et al. 1976). There are several hypotheses as to where 
the earliest migrants originated (e.g., Callaghan 2001, 2003; Davies et al. 1969; Keegan 
and Diamond 1987). Currently, the most plausible hypothesis argues that the first 
migrations into the island originated from the Isthmo-Colombian area (Keegan and 
Hofman 2017, 27; Rodríguez Ramos 2013; Rodríguez Ramos et al. 2013, 130). This is 
supported by artifactual evidence that demonstrates similarities between the two regions 
based on the so-called edge-ground/millingstone complex as well as on botanical remains 
found on associated artifacts (Pagán-Jiménez et al. 2005; Rodríguez Ramos et al. 2013, 
130; Rodríguez Ramos and Pagán-Jiménez 2006; Wilson et al. 1998). Additionally, 
computer simulations of pre-colonial sea voyages by Callaghan (2011, 65-67) further 
support the plausibility of this hypothesis. Finally, this hypothesis is also supported by 
linguistic data. According to Granberry: “the Ciguayo language, spoken only on the far 
northeastern peninsula of Hispaniola in 1492, was a language whose closest parallels are 
with the Tolan languages of the Honduran coast of Central America” (Granberry 2013, 
62). 
 
Subsequent developments on the island have been divided into several Ages based on the 
space-time system developed by Rouse (1941; 1992). In this system peoples and cultures 
are classified “by comparing their ceramic styles and associated traits and grouping 
together peoples that resemble each other most closely in their styles and in other 
diagnostic traits” (Rouse 1992, 33). Space, in this system, is defined per island, island 
group, and water passage, whilst time is established through stratigraphic associations 
supported by radiocarbon dating (Keegan 1994, 263). According to this system, Lithic Age 
groups on Hispaniola are classified into the Casimiroid6 series (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 
18-19; Rouse 1992, 51). Sites with comparably early dates are found exclusively in the 
                                                             
6 In Rouse’s system (1992) the classification is hierarchical and first constituted by series (ending in 
-oid) and then by subseries (ending in -an) (Keegan 1994, 263).  
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Greater Antilles (see Table 4)7. The assemblage of Lithic Age site of Barrera-Mordán 
consists primarily of flaked-stone blades (Keegan 1994, 264; Keegan and Hofman 2017, 
32). 
 
The Archaic Age follows the Lithic Age and is characterized by the absence of ceramic 
artifacts and the presence of stone and shell tool artifacts in the assemblages, the 
development of a terrestrial-oriented subsistence strategy, and the increased emphasis 
on marine mollusc collecting (Goodwin 1978; Keegan 1994, 265). However, dates for the 
Archaic Age range from 5700 to 200 BC and therefore overlap with the Lithic Age (Keegan 
and Hofman 2017, 34). As a result, it has been suggested that there should be no 
distinction between the Lithic and Archaic Age in the Greater Antilles (Keegan and Hofman 
2017, 34-35; Rodríguez Ramos and Pagán-Jiménez 2006; Rodríguez Ramos et al. 2013, 
132).  
 
A second wave of ceramic-bearing migrants moved into the Greater Antilles between 
approximately 800 and 200 BC and signify the onset of the Ceramic Age in the islands 
(Keegan and Hofman 2017, 51). Rouse (1992, 71) classified these as the Saladoid groups. 
The Saladoid groups most likely originated from the Orinoco River Basin in Venezuela and 
it was long assumed that they moved into the Greater Antilles by way of the Lesser Antilles 
(Rouse 1986). However, it remains unclear exactly where these groups originated from, 
as islands were not all colonized at the same time (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 51). The 
earliest occurrence of pottery in the Dominican Republic dates to a calibrated date of 131 
BC to AD 279 and comes from the site of Musiépedro (Veloz Maggiolo et al. 1976, 271). 
                                                             
7 The author is aware of the fact that the Banwari Trace and St. John site on Trinidad, Lesser Antilles, 
are also dated to approximately 5000 BC (Boomert 2016, 16-17), but will omit this in the discussion 
here in order to remain focused on the region, and Hispaniola specifically. 
Island Site Date Reference 
Hispaniola Vignier III (Haíti) 4510-4350 BC 
Moore 1998 in Keegan 
and Hofman 2017, 24 
Cuba Levisa 3220 (uncal.) BC 
Dacal Moure and Rivero 
de la Calle 1984 
Puerto Rico Angostura Approx. 4000 BC Rodríguez Ramos 2010 
Puerto Rico Maruca Approx. 4000 BC Rodríguez Ramos 2010 
Table 4. Overview of known oldest dated sites in the Greater Antilles  
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However, it is as yet uncertain where the technology for this pottery came from. A 
possible influence from Saladoid Puerto Rico is considered, at the moment, most likely 
(Keegan and Hofman 2017, 117). 
 
According to Rouse’s model (1992, 52-53), the ceramic classifications encountered on 
Hispaniola belong to the Ostionoid series (AD 800-900), the Meillacoid series (AD 900-
1500), and the Chicoid series (AD 1200-1500) (Hofman et al. 2018a, 208; see also Guerrero 
and Veloz Maggiolo 1988). The earliest evidence for Ostionoid ceramics in the Dominican 
Republic dates to AD 600 and is found in southeastern Hispaniola (Keegan and Hofman 
2017, 118). The Meillacoid series most likely emerged in the Cibao Valley. Veloz Maggiolo 
(1993) mentions its earliest appearance at the Cutupú site, dating it to AD 850. He 
associates the Meillacoid series to a modo de vida (way of life) that is characterized by a 
high variability of settlement types (Herrera Malatesta 2018; Keegan and Hofman 2017, 
125-128; Veloz Maggiolo et al. 1981). Whilst the Ostionoid and Meillacoid series 
originated from the mainland, the Chicoid series demonstrates a local development 
(Keegan and Hofman 2017, 116). As the above-mentioned dates indicate, the Meillacoid 
and Chicoid style coexisted on the island. Research by Ulloa Hung (2014) and Herrera 
Malatesta (2018) has also indicated that these styles frequently occur alongside one 
another at sites in the northwestern region. 
 
Although Rouse’s classifications are widely used as tools for relative dating in the 
Caribbean, the system limits the ability to recognize cultural diversity through the local 
variability and mixtures of styles seen in the archaeological record, which ultimately 
evidences a complex system of exchange between the islands in the Caribbean (Keegan 
and Hofman 2017, 118). Unravelling the intricacy of mobility and exchange networks in 
the pre-colonial Caribbean forms an ongoing topic of research (e.g., e.g., Bérard et al. 
2016; Bright 2011; Crock and Petersen 2004; Curet and Hauser 2011; Guzzo Falci 2015; 
Hofman 2008; Hofman and Bright 2010; Hofman and Hoogland 2011; Hofman et al. 2007, 
2008c, 2010, 2011, 2014; Laffoon et al. 2014; Mol 2007, 2013, 2014; Rodríguez Ramos 
2010).  
 
From an ethnic perspective, the Indigenous peoples of Hispaniola are commonly referred 
to as the ‘Taíno’. This name stems from the very first encounters between Columbus and 
the Indigenous peoples of the island of Hispaniola (Keegan 2013, 71-73). The first scholar 
to adopt the term in description of the Indigenous peoples of the Greater Antilles was 
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Rafinesque (1836; see also Curet 2014, 471). Since then, ‘Taíno’ has been applied to 
archaeological contexts countless times (e.g., Fewkes 2009[1907]; Rouse 1941, 1992; 
Veloz Maggiolo 1991, 1993 among many others) in a rather uncritical manner to refer to 
the ethnic groups in the region8 (Curet 2014, 471; Hofman 1993, 217-218; Keegan 2013, 
70-73; Keegan and Hofman 2017, 115). ‘Taínoness’ was offered by Rodríguez Ramos 
(2010) as a term to overcome the issues inherent in the use of the word ‘Taíno’ (see also 
Oliver 2009; Torres Etayo 2006). Nevertheless, both ‘Taíno’ and ‘Taínoness’ are still 
considered as restrictive on the small-scale diversity of material culture and history and, 
more importantly, on the ethnic diversity in the peoples who inhabited the islands. For 
this reason, this study will refrain from using the term ‘Taíno’ (or, for that matter 
‘Taínoness’) to refer to the pre-colonial Indigenous peoples of, first and foremost, the 
northwestern region of the Dominican Republic, and secondly of the Greater Antilles as a 
whole. 
 
From a political perspective, the island of Hispaniola was divided into five chiefdoms 
(cacicazgos), which were ruled by chiefs (caciques). In the northwestern part of the island 
these Indigenous chiefdoms included those of Marien (cacicazgo of Guacanagarí), Magua 
(cacicazgo of Guarionex), and Ciguayo (cacicazgo of Mayobanex) (Herrera Malatesta 
2018, 94-95; Vega 1990; see also Wilson 1990). These chiefdoms were characterized by 
large, fully sedentary, horticultural settlements (Wilson 2007, 96). Although the existence 
of Indigenous political entities is acknowledged, the historically proposed division was 
recently challenged by Herrera Malatesta (2018, 97, 263-267) due to its’ tendency to 
overshadow small-scale ethnic diversity in the region.  
 
 5.2.2. Colonial Encounters 
The Spanish invasion of Hispaniola in 1492 marked the start of a rapid and violent 
conquering of the Caribbean Islands, and subsequently the rest of the Americas. The first 
two European settlements in the islands were La Navidad (1492) and La Isabela (1493), 
which were established on the north coast of ‘La Española’ (Hispaniola, shared by modern 
day Haíti and the Dominican Republic). From La Isabela, Christopher Columbus and his 
                                                             
8 In ethnohistoric documents the Indigenous of the Lesser Antilles were referred to homogenously 
as ‘Caribs’, who were associated with cannibalism. The separation of the two cultures is based on 
the nature of the relationships that the Spanish had with the two Indigenous groups: interactions 
with the Taíno were relatively peaceful, whereas those with the Carib were violent (Keegan 2013, 
71).  
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men made their way south along what is traditionally known as the Ruta de Colón 
(Guerrero and Veloz Maggiolo 1988; Hofman et al. 2018a; Ortega 1988). The location of 
the Ruta is more or less known, but there are no definitive sources of the exact route 
(Herrera Malatesta 2018, 104-105). In the 1980s, Elpidio Ortega undertook an expedition 
to retrace the Ruta de Colón from La Isabela to the fort of Santo Tomas (Cibao Valley) in 
celebration of the nearing quincenntennial anniversary of the ‘discovery’ of the Americas 
(Ortega 1988). During this trip, Ortega incidentally also passed by the site of El Flaco and 
El Carril. The cultural material results of surface collection and a small test pit led Ortega 
to identify the site of El Flaco as a large Indigenous site with Chicoid and Meillacoid 
ceramic style (Ortega 1988, 14-15). Research into the actual trajectory of the Ruta is 
currently being undertaken by Sven Ransijn in the context of his Research Master at 
Leiden University. 
 
Subsequent to their arrival in the islands, the Spanish quickly turned to the enslavement 
and transportation of Indigenous peoples in order to provide the labor necessary in the 
procurement of precious metals. Indigenous peoples from all over the Antillean island 
chain were brought in to meet the needs of the Spanish. Within 20 years of their arrival, 
the Spanish had managed to kill, enslave, or convert the large majority of Indigenous 
peoples in the islands (Herrera Malatesta 2018, 85; Hofman et al. 2018a, 201-204; 
Keehnen 2012, 95-104).  
 
5.3. Archaeological Research in the Northwestern Dominican Republic 
As the stage for the first encounters between the Indigenous and the Spanish, the 
northwestern region of Hispaniola is an extremely interesting area. Three of the most 
important ethnohistorical documents for this region were written by Fray Ramón Pané 
(2007), Bartolomé de las Casas (1994 [1875]), and Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés 
(1959 [1526]). These documents describe locations of Indigenous settlements and 
lifeways in the region shortly after Spanish arrival.  
 
These historical observations also included the description of pre-colonial Indigenous 
structures (e.g., Columbus 1965; de las Casas 1994 [1875]; Fernández de Oviedo y Valdez 
1959 [1526]; see also Fewkes 2009) (see fig. 19).9 An overview of Indigenous building 
                                                             
9 The author is aware of the political and ideational biases inherent in Spanish (and European) 
historical chronicles of the Indigenous peoples of the Caribbean islands and the Americas (e.g., 
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design surmised from these and other ethnohistoric accounts is summarized by the 
Dominican architect Prieto Vicioso (2007). Historical accounts commonly describe the 
houses on Hispaniola as small, single-family dwellings constructed of a combination of 
wooden posts and reed walls. Larger structures presumably belonged to the more 
important members of Indigenous society. The wooden framework of the house consisted 
of thick posts placed in a circular pattern, some four to five steps apart. The reed walls 
were closely-knit, and the construction was held together with lianas. In some cases, the 
walls were packed with mud. The walls were so sturdily built, that no wind would pass 
through them. The houses were described as having very small doors that presumably 
functioned to keep out insects and other unwanted animals (Prieto Vicioso 2007, 113-
147; see also Prieto Vicioso 2016). 
 
According to Fernández de Oviedo y Valdez, who based his descriptions on the lifeways 
of Indigenous populations in the region of modern Haíti, Indigenous houses were either 
circular – presumably referred to as caney by the Indigenous – or rectangular – 
presumably referred to as bohío by the Indigenous (Fernández de Oviedo y Valdez 1959 
[1526] in Fewkes 2009, 41-45). According to Lovén (1935 in Prieto Viciosa 2007, 138), 
rectangular structures were reserved for the more elite members of the Indigenous 
                                                             
Churampi Ramírez 2011, 281-289). Nevertheless, the information on proto-colonial Indigenous 
housebuilding traditions will be cautiously included in the process to enhance the interpretative 
visibility with which to approach the archaeological record of El Flaco.  
Figure 19. Left: a circular constructed caney, where the posts are spaced 4 to 5 meters apart 
and the roof is thatched using cane leaves. Right: a similarly constructed rectangular 
structures (after Oviedo in Fewkes 2009, 43-44).   
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community, whilst the ‘normal’ members lived in circular structures. Historical 
descriptions unfortunately often did not extend much beyond “circular and constructed 
using a frame of posts, reed walls, and straw roof; they seem to have had two doors and 
no windows; and in general, were conical in shape” (Curet 1992, 161; see also Samson 
2010; 2013, 365). According to Prieto Vicioso’s overview, the spatial layout of smaller 
villages was unstructured, whereas in larger villages the chieftain’s house had some kind 
of spatial association to a central square.  
 
The Spanish adopted and modified the Indigenous bohío building traditions they saw on 
Hispaniola. These modifications to the original bohío structure were primarily the result 
of the Spanish use of metal tools and nails. Also, the rectangular shape of the structure 
dominated the circular shape with the Spanish appropriation of the Indigenous building 
technique. Currently, an amalgamation of Indigenous and Spanish building traditions 
pertaining to every part of the structure (framework, walls, floor, roof) is still seen in 
present-day Dominican Republic. For an overview of the evolution of the pre-colonial 
bohío structure to modern Dominican architecture the reader is referred to the work by 
Prieto Vicioso (2016, 88-108). 
 
A primary focus of the earliest archaeological investigations in the northwestern 
Dominican Republic thus included confirming the few historical observations (Ulloa Hung 
2014, 54-55). Furthermore, a focus was placed on unravelling migratory processes of the 
Indigenous peoples into the island, and the familiarization with Indigenous material 
culture (e.g., De Booy 1915; Fewkes 1919; Krieger 1929, 1931).  
 
Veloz Maggiolo and other local colleagues on the island have identified and studied an 
immense number of Indigenous sites (e.g., Guerrero et al. 1981; Guerrero and Veloz 
Maggiolo 1988; Ortega 1982, 1988, 2005; Vega 1980, 1990; Veloz Maggiolo 1991, 1993; 
Veloz Maggiolo and Ortega 1973; 1996; Veloz Maggiolo et al. 1981; Veloz Maggiolo and 
Vega 1987). They, in contrast to the space-time systematic developed by Rouse, 
approached the archaeological record with a modo de vida perspective, emphasizing 
“modes of production” as evolutionary stages in the ways of life in classifying various 
cultures, rather than material culture (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 15-16; Veloz Maggiolo 
1976; Hofman et al. 2008a, 5). More recently, several large-scale excavations of 
Indigenous sites have been conducted in northwestern Hispaniola, including En Bas Saline 
 79 
in Haíti (Deagan 2004; Deagan and Cruxent 1993) and now La Luperona, El Flaco, and El 
Carril (Hofman 2015, 2016, 2017; Hofman and Hoogland 2015).  
 
Moreover, the recent surveys conducted by Ulloa Hung (2014), Herrera Malatesta (2018), 
and Jean (forthcoming) in the provinces of Puerto Plata, Valverde, Monte Cristi, and the 
northern Department of Haíti have recorded approximately 300 Indigenous sites (see fig. 
20) (Hofman et al. 2018a; Ulloa Hung and Herrera Malatesta 2015). Through the 
identification of these sites, their spatial distribution, and the analysis of their material (in 
the case of Ulloa Hung 2014 specifically ceramic) assemblages, their research has re-
evaluated traditional scholarly views of ethnic diversity in the region and established a 
high degree of communal coexistence of, and interaction between, separate groups 
(Herrera Malatesta 2018, 248-254; Ulloa Hung 2014, 234-237; Jean forthcoming). 
Simultaneously, these three studies re-emphasize that the Indigenous peoples of the 
region, and the island as a whole, were highly mobile societies with complexly intricate 
exchange networks, as evidenced in material culture. 
 
5.4. Cultural Persistence in the Northwestern Dominican Republic 
In spite of the devastating effects of colonialism, research in the region is increasingly 
demonstrating aspects of cultural persistence. These continuities are recognized in craft 
materials produced from wood and plant fibers, including baskets, hammocks, and 
Figure 20. Map of Hispaniola showing the 300 recorded sites in the northwestern regions of 
Hispaniola, and the location of the Ruta de Colón. Map by Eduardo Herrera Malatesta; from 
Hofman et al. 2018a, 205).  
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canoes; religious practices, such as those associated with Vodou; oral traditions and 
legends; and agricultural techniques (Hofman et al. 2018a, 202, 2018b; Pesoutova and 
Hofman 2016). Additionally, recent studies are affirming a degree of biological inheritance 
of Indigenous pre-colonial DNA in modern populations through ancient DNA studies (e.g., 
Moreno-Estrada et al. 2013; Schroeder et al. 2018). To a limited degree cultural continuity 
of settlement organization has been recognized at the site of El Cabo (southeastern 
Dominican Republic) by Samson (2010, 52-53), when she informally used the modern 
village of El Cabo as a conceptual reference to the archaeological record of the pre-
colonial site.  
 
Although the ‘Indigenous legacy’ is strongly present in the modern culture of the region 
(e.g., Hofman et al. 2018a, 2018b; Pesoutova and Hofman 2016), what is recognized as 
cultural continuity in the region of the present day is not only a pure reflection of pre-
colonial Indigenous cultural traditions. Rather, modern cultural traditions demonstrate 
the amalgamation of Indigenous, African, and European cultural elements since 1492. The 
conceptual frameworks with which this process has been approached include, among 
others, “transculturation” (Ortiz 1995; see also Deagan 1998) – describing multiple scales 
of reciprocal interaction where all involved parties contribute to and receive cultural 
elements from those involved in the interaction – and “ethnogenesis” (e.g., Deagan 1998; 
Voss 2008; see also Hill 1996; Silliman 2005; Valcárcel Rojas 2016) – describing “the 
birthing of new cultural identities” (Voss 2008, 1). However, we must not only consider 
cultural traditions encountered in the modern day northwestern Dominican Republic as 
an ethnogenetic product of the transcultural interactions instigated by colonial 
encounter. The interaction that results in the formation of the modern culture is dynamic 
and continues into the present.  
 
The examples presented in the following paragraphs demonstrate a certain degree of 
evolution, perhaps even cultural persistence, in house building and living traditions in the 
northwestern regions of the Dominican Republic. These situations are comparable to 
what has been encountered previously in the archaeological record of the Caribbean. This 
similarity has also been recognized in other research (e.g., Hofman et al. 2018a, 2018b; 
Herrera Malatesta 2018; Prieto Vicioso 2007, 2016; Ulloa Hung 2014). These examples 
“have the advantage of providing not only place [in the case of this study region] specific 
information, but historical context and understanding of the development of a particular 
place” (Samson 2010, 53), and will further contribute to enhancing the interpretative 
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visibility gained from the study of current knowledge of settlement use and layout in 
chapter 2, and the ethnoarchaeological methodological parameters summarized in 
chapter 4.  
 
Figure 21 shows how a mound area is used for a variety of purposes. It is clearly visible 
that the structure is located right next to, almost on top of, the mound area. The 
framework of the house is built with wooden posts. The structure is walled using wooden 
boards and the roof consisted of tin sheets. It is also clearly visible that the floor of the 
house, consisting of the same soil as the surrounding area, is more tightly packed than 
outside the boundary of the structure, which is caused by daily trampling. Moreover, 
these two images clearly illustrate the degree of and rapidity with which the natural 
surroundings of the house change. 
The mound is furthermore used as a location to grow and tend to plants and crops that 
can be used for subsistence purposes. However, refuse and broken tools are also 
discarded on the mound, in between the plants (see fig. 21). Figure 22 shows the ancillary 
structure in the vicinity of the house, which presumably functions as an animal shelter.  
ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 21. Left: Modern use of one of the pre-colonial mounds of El Flaco, showing a kitchen 
garden on top of the mound with a structure next to it (photo taken in 2015; courtesy of 
NEXUS1492). Right: The house, also showing the trampled living floor and a hearth in front of 
the house (photo taken in 2018; courtesy of Wouter Kool). 
Figure 22. Ancillary structure, presumably 
an animal shelter (photo taken in 2015, 
Courtesy of NEXUS1492).  ãNEXUS1492 
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Lastly, a hearth, and previous hearth locations were visible around the structure and the 
mound (see fig. 23). The images show a configuration of large stones, blackened with soot 
from the fire. In figure 23 it is clear that wood to create fire is placed radially in between 
the stones (also visible in figure 21). Although the hearth in figure 23 is located on a flat 
surface, the hearth in figure 21 shows that a small mound with a hollowed center may 
also be constructed. Finally, the right-hand photograph of figure 23 shows what the 
remnants of a previous hearth may look like. Its location clearly shows up on the surface 
as a patch of ash. Possibly, the stones for this hearth were reused in the hearth visible in 
both the left and right photographs, and maybe even for the hearth in Figure 21.  
The second house visited is that of the Torres family, who live in the northern foothills of 
the Cordillera Septentrional, above the village of Villa Isabela (fig. 24 and 25). Other 
members of the family live on separated properties along the road leading up to Torres 
house. From the elevated location of their living area they have a good view of the road 
below. In their living area, the family has two larger wooden house structures with closed 
walls, two covered patios, and a wooden kitchen and storage structure. Like the structure 
on the mound, the Torres family houses are constructed with a framework of wooden 
posts, wooden board walls, and a combination of thatch and tin roofs. At the time of the 
visit, one of the main structures, previously used for sleeping, was repurposed as a storage 
facility that was only occasionally used. This structure used to be the main sleeping 
domain but was vacated when the male head of the family passed away. Figure 25 shows 
that two more structures are located on the ridge of the down-sloping side of the 
property. These were built in a similar way to the houses but without boarded walls. These 
Figure 23. Left: the hearth in use in 2015. Right: the current hearth in the background and an 
ash patch indicating the location of a previous hearth in the foreground (photos taken in 
2015, Courtesy of NEXUS1492).  
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
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structures are used as patios and storage spaces. In the images it is visible that the floor 
area of each structure is slightly elevated compared to the surrounding pathways.  
Figure 25. Two of the patio structures 
of the Torres family home, showing an 
elevated floor area, wooden posts, and 
a thatch roof (photo taken in 2017, 
image courtesy of Corinne L. Hofman).  
Figure 24. A view of the living area of the Torres family home, with in the background one of 
the walled wooden structures (photo taken in 2017, image courtesy of Corinne L. Hofman). 
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These floors are tightly packed due to trampling and are swept daily by Martina Torres, 
the head of the household. The resulting refuse and discarded objects are left on the sides 
of the structures and in the paths. Waste material from the kitchen or otherwise is 
gathered in a heap located along the side of the main habitation structure, close to the 
side of the mountain (see fig. 26). Martina Torres informed us that she burns the heap 
every day, usually around 5 o’clock in the afternoon. This is the moment in the day when 
the winds blow most favorably away from the house, preventing the smoke from blowing 
through the habitation area. 
 
As is already partially visible in the presented figures so far, some of the structures and 
pathways are delineated by stacked stones (see fig. 27). In the event of rainfall, these 
stones prevent water from running into the floor area of the structures and guide it down-
Figure 26. Refuse heap at the Torres 
family home (photo taken in 2017, 
image courtesy of Corinne L. 
Hofman). 
 
Figure 27. Stacked stones 
lining a structure and 
demarcating a pathway 
(photo taken in 2017, 
image courtesy of 
Corinne L. Hofman). 
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slope along gullies. Several of the structures are also delineated with slightly hollowed 
gutters that also control the run-off of water (see fig. 28). 
The kitchen structure (see fig. 29) is similarly 
built from wooden posts, wooden board walls, 
and a thatch roof. The structure is divided in 
two compartments, one with the stove and 
one with shelves to store products and cooking 
implements. Using a combination of wood and 
cement, a permanent stove is built inside the 
kitchen structure. This stove consists of several 
slots in a cement frame whereupon pots and 
pans can be rested. The Torres family cooks 
over small wood fires, placed inside the stove 
slots. The ash from the stove is gathered up 
and disposed of on the refuse heap. Above the 
stove, a hole in the roof provides ventilation 
for the build-up of smoke in the kitchen. On 
top of the kitchen, a small structure is built 
over the hole to prevent rain from falling in. 
Figure 28. Left: Stacked stones delineate structures and pathways to guide run-off of 
water. Right: One of the gutters delineating the floor plan of one of the patio areas 
(photos taken in 2017, images courtesy of Corinne L. Hofman). 
Figure 29. Top: a small structure on top of 
the roof of the kitchen prevents rain from 
falling in. Bottom: Martina Torres in her 
kitchen (2017, images courtesy of Corinne 
L. Hofman). 
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Finally, several ancillary structures are 
dotted around the property (see fig. 30). 
These included a few animal shelters and a 
lavatory. Different animals such as chickens, 
turkeys, and one pig with piglets roam freely 
on the property. Several smaller ancillary 
structures were built on the periphery of the 
property, which functioned as animal 
shelters and pens. 
 
 
 
 
Lastly, by way of illustrating that the contemporary persistence of local traditions is also 
visible in the wider region of Hispaniola, another property was visited in the Cordillera 
Central (the central mountain range of the Dominican Republic). Here, much of the same 
features are seen as illustrated in the preceding two case studies (see fig. 31 and 32). In 
the panorama view, the sloping landscape is clearly visible, with a mound located to the 
left.  
 
The main living structures are illustrated in Figure 5.13. B, E, and F. All structures, except 
for the roof of the red-roofed (tin) structure, are made of wooden posts, boarded walls, 
and thatch roofs. The structure in figure 32 E forms the kitchen. Comparably to Martina 
Figure 30. Example of one of the ancillary 
structures, used as an animal shelter (2017, 
image courtesy of Corinne L. Hofman). 
Figure 31. Panorama view of the property of the female individual in the Cordillera Central 
(image by Emma de Mooij). 
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Torres’s kitchen, the roof had a ventilation hole in it, albeit without a weather-protective 
structure on top. Food is cooked over an open fire inside the structure, with the help of 
cement blocks to suspend pots and pans over the fire. Behind the kitchen, although not 
visible in the photographs, shallow pits were dug. Refuse from the kitchen and elsewhere 
is gathered in these pits, and periodically burnt. 
 
Furthermore, several ancillary structures, predominantly animal shelters, are distributed 
across the property. Here, as well, chickens and other animals roam freely over the 
Figure 32. Selected photos of the living area 
of a female individual in the Cordillera 
Central, showing the various structures on 
her property (photos taken in 2017; images 
by the Emma de Mooij). 
A B 
C D 
E 
F 
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property. Interestingly, the pig pen is placed at the far side of the property, where the 
smell would be least disturbing to the main living area. These are visible in figure 32 A, C, 
and D (in the background). At the far side of the property (partially visible in Figure 32 D) 
several fruit trees are growing. Finally, as is shown in Figure 32 B and F, gutters are dug 
around the main living structures here as well.  
 
The presented examples of modern-day residential building traditions in the 
northwestern Dominican Republic confirm and augment the previously-mentioned 
research by Prieto Vicioso (2016). Several aspects of the residential structures seen in the 
present-day cases presented in this chapter are directly relatable to pre-colonial 
Indigenous, as well as colonial adaptations and the subsequent development since then, 
of these building traditions. This includes for example the use of thick wooden posts in 
the structural framework, the packed earth floors, and the use of palm reed roofs.  
 
Seeing and understanding the use and formation of domestic features in ‘real-time’ 
greatly helps to conceptualize what is encountered in the archaeological record. The 
informal ethnoarchaeological study of the presented case studies has been of immense 
influence in the process of enhancing the interpretative visibility needed to approach the 
archaeological record of El Flaco. Moreover, the types of case studies presented above 
also bring to light aspects of the domestic living situation that have yet to be recognized 
in the archaeological record, such as the gutters and stacked stones lining structures and 
demarcating pathways. Finally, it may be argued that the ‘real-time’ elements in the 
domestic living situations recognizable from an archaeological point of view emphasizes 
the amalgamation and evolution of pre-colonial and colonial house building traditions in 
the region into the present day.  
 
 
5.5. Conclusion 
This chapter has provided an overview of past and current archaeological research 
conducted in the northwestern regions of the island of Hispaniola. In doing so, the 
knowledge of pre-colonial building traditions based on ethnohistoric sources was 
highlighted. Furthermore, this chapter has presented several contemporary examples of 
living situations in the northwestern Dominican Republic. These have served to further 
enhance the interpretative visibility gained from the gathering of information in chapter 
2 and the outlining of the ethnoarchaeological methodological parameters in chapter 4.  
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In the following chapter, several select examples of frequently occurring feature 
categories in the archaeological record of El Flaco will be discussed. Their spatial and inter-
spatial relations will be analyzed in accord with the interpretative visibility gained so far 
in this study.  
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6 | Building Houses, Kitchens, and Mounds at El Flaco 
 
6.1. Introduction 
El Flaco is located at 300 m above sea level in a geomorphic transitional zone between the 
mountain range of the Cordillera Septentrional and the hinterland of the Cibao Valley. The 
Cordillera Septentrional is the mountain chain that separates the northern Atlantic coast 
from the rest of the island (see fig. 1) (Hofman and Hoogland 2015, 8; Hofman et al. 2018a, 
210). As discussed in the previous chapter, the site is located in an historically extremely 
interesting region. First and foremost, the presumed route of the Ruta de Colón is located 
close to the site. It has also been suggested that El Flaco is located close to what is 
commonly referred to as El Mirador del Colón, which is where Columbus presumably first 
overlooked the Cibao Valley on his way south (Hofman and Hoogland 2015, 8; Hofman et 
al. 2018a, 210, Herrera Malatesta 2018, 103-105).  
 
Over the course of four fieldwork seasons 1256 m2 were excavated by hand at El Flaco. 
Combined with drone flights and topographic mapping using a Robotic Total Station (RTS), 
these efforts exposed several purposefully levelled or flattened areas containing a wealth 
of evidence, surrounded by similarly artifact- and feature-rich mounds (Hofman et al. 
2018a, 210). Encountered features included postholes, hearths, and human and dog 
burials. Furthermore, an incredible number of artifacts have been recovered, made from 
a wide variety of materials including ceramic, shell, coral, bone, and stone. The 
assemblage indicates that domestic as well as ritual activities took place at the site 
(Hofman et al. 2018a, 210-211).  
 
C-14 radiocarbon dating indicates that the site of El Flaco was inhabited between the 
tenth and fifteenth centuries (Corinne L. Hofman, personal communication 2018). The 
main occupation of the site ranges from the thirteenth to fifteenth century, with dates 
from human burials spanning from AD 1250 to 1490 (Hofman et al. 2018a, 211; see also 
Hofman and Hoogland 2015). Within this time span a relative chronology has been 
established for the site, based on principles of stratigraphy and typology of ceramics. The 
ceramic typological chronology of the site was developed by Corinne Hofman and 
Katharina Jacobson using Rouse’s (1992) space-time classification system. It is 
furthermore based on research by Ulloa Hung (2014) and Veloz Maggiolo et al. (1981) for 
the micro-region. The overview of information includes per unit and per 10 cm arbitrary 
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layer the stylistic typology of the ceramic encountered there. The ceramic typologies 
encountered at the site of El Flaco include Ostionoid, Meillacoid, Chicoid, mixed 
Ostoinoid-Meillacoid, mixed Meillacoid-Chicoid, and mixed Ostionoid-Meillacoid-Chicoid 
(Corinne L. Hofman and Katharina Jacobson personal communication 2018; Hofman and 
Hoogland 2015. 10; Hofman et al. 2018a, 211).  
 
 
6.2. Archaeological Data 
The following paragraphs describe the archaeological data of El Flaco used in this study. 
The data was gathered through the excavation of units in the levelled areas and in the 
mounds and earthen walls (Hoogland and Hofman 2015, 8). Units in the levelled areas 
generally reached a depth of between 20 to 40 cm, covering a minimum area of 10 x 10 
m2. Units in the mounds and earthen walls were excavated to a maximum depth of 
approximately 140 cm, covering a minimum area of 2 x 2 m2. When necessary, both types 
of units could be extended to cover a larger area. Figure 33 shows a schematic 
representation of the units excavated at El Flaco, further illustrating the extent of the 
excavation.  
 
The archaeological data used in this study consists of selected examples of posthole 
features (encountered in unit 2/9), hearth features (encountered in units 34 and 69), and 
several stratigraphic profiles from units excavated in the earthen wall (unit 35, 36, 40, and 
63) (see fig. 33). The selected examples will be studied independently as well as in relation 
to each other. The spatial interpretation of these features can inform the research on pre-
colonial traditions of structure building and cooking practices, as well as provide an insight 
into the activities that result in the stratigraphic build-up of the mounded areas, which 
are distributed throughout the site. It should be clear from the outset that this data was 
provided to the author at the courtesy of Nexus 1492 and includes – in many cases – 
previously analyzed information from various researchers within the project. 
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A digital elevation model, or DEM, provides an overview of all excavated features at the 
site of El Flaco (see fig. 34).10 This DEM was developed by mapping the topography of the 
site and surrounding landscape with drone photographic imagery (Sonneman et al. 2016, 
196-197). All encountered features were mapped using the RTS, providing a digital 
drawing of the excavation. By projecting the digital feature drawing over the topography, 
a DEM was developed by the Nexus 1492 team that presents the results of features 
excavated in an accurate representation of the local landscape topography. In the DEM, 
the levelled and mounded areas are clearly visible. Although the DEM shows only features 
encountered in the levelled areas, much was found in the excavated mound units as well, 
as will be discussed in the following paragraphs. The topographic map in figure 34 (left) 
                                                             
10 The drone images are the result of work by Till Sonneman. The digital drawing of the excavated 
features using the RTS in the field was achieved by Menno Hoogland, Samantha de Ruiter, and 
Sven Ransijn. The creation of the DEM from these two datasets was subsequently achieved by 
Julijan Vermeer. 
Figure 33. Schematic 
representation of the units 
excavated at the site of El Flaco 
(courtesy of NEXUS1492).  ãNEXUS1492 
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shows where the identified pre-colonial mounds are located in relation to the units 
excavated.   
 
 6.2.1. Posthole features 
Posthole features are found exclusively in the flat areas of El Flaco. These areas have been 
purposefully levelled and prepared by the pre-colonial inhabitants of the site, to make the 
building of structures possible (Hofman and Hoogland 2015). The soil from the levelling 
activity was dumped on the mounds, which will be discussed in paragraph 6.2.2. Posthole 
features are predominantly encountered at the level of the white limestone (calice) 
bedrock and show up starkly as dark, circular, or oval features. Several different soil types 
are encountered in the section of posthole features. The drone image in Figure 35 shows 
the excavation of levelled units at El Flaco, at the stage where the sectioning of posthole 
features has already started. As is visible in the drone image, the depth of the units in the 
levelled areas is relatively shallow, and generally reached after between 20 to 40 cm of 
excavation. The circular pattern of posthole features associated with structures at the site 
is already starting to become evident from the drone image.  
Figure 34. Left: Digital Elevation Model of El Flaco with the digital drawing of excavated 
features overlain. Right: topographic map showing the outlines of excavated units 
incorporating all encountered features as well as indicating the location of identified pre-
colonial mounds. DEM and map by Julijan Vermeer (courtesy of NEXUS1492).  
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
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One of the largest structures present at the site was identified in unit 2/9 (see red outline 
in right-hand map of fig. 34). It has been identified as a habitation structure (Hofman et 
al. 2018a, 210). By Hofman and Hoogland’s calculations, the diameter of an inner row of 
postholes spanned approximately 6 m. A second row of postholes, forming the outer ring, 
measured approximately 9 to 10 m in diameter (Hofman and Hoogland 2015, 8). The floor 
area of this structure, based on the configuration of postholes by Hofman and Hoogland 
(2015), was previously calculated by Vroom (2016). Her calculations arrived at a floor area 
of at least 56.74 m2. According to the formula developed by Curet (1998), a structure of 
this size would house approximately nine people (Vroom 2016, 29).  
 
Figure 36 and 37 present a digital overview of the posthole features documented in unit 
2/9. The black lines crossing several of the posthole features indicate those that have been 
cross-sectioned during excavation. In this and other levelled areas the number of artifacts 
found is lowest in comparison to the rest of the site, and especially compared to mounded 
areas. Nevertheless, some ceramic fragments were identified as Chicoid (in unit 2) and 
Meillacoid (in unit 9) (personal communication Corinne L. Hofman and Katharina Jacobson 
2018). As identified by Hofman and Hoogland (2015), the structure indeed consisted of 
two concentric rings of posts; an inner ring and an outer ring.  
 
Figure 35. Drone image showing the excavations of levelled areas at El Flaco. Image by Till 
Sonneman (courtesy of NEXUS1492).  
ãNEXUS1492 
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Figure 37. Overview of posthole features documented in unit 2/9. The red 
outline indicates an alternative posthole configuration, with a different 
entrance. Central posts highlighted in orange. Map by Julijan Vermeer 
(courtesy of NEXUS1492; adapted by E. de Mooij).  
ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 36. Overview of posthole features documented in unit 2/9. The red 
outline indicates possible posthole configuration, with central posts 
highlighted in orange. Map by Julijan Vermeer (courtesy of NEXUS1492; 
adapted by E. de Mooij).  
ãNEXUS1492 
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In the center of the structure, several larger posthole features indicate the presence of 
central posts. Generally, the posthole features associated with the inner ring have a 
somewhat larger diameter and are founded deeper in the bedrock, giving them the 
necessary support to carry the weight of the roof (see fig. 38). These posthole features 
are spaced at approximately 1 m distance apart. In figure 38 it is also shown how, in some 
cases, these types of posts have been reinforced with packing stones at the bottom of 
their foundation pit. In case of posthole feature F75-43, this post might also have 
functioned as a center post.  
Posthole features with smaller diameters are generally embedded to a shallower depth in 
the bedrock (see fig. 39). It has been suggested that these posts had a supportive function 
as they would not have been strong enough to bear heavy weights. The outer ring of the 
interpreted structure would have consisted mainly of this type of posts, supporting the 
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 38. Three examples of posthole features from the inner ring of postholes of the 
interpreted structure in figure 36 and 37 (courtesy of NEXUS1492).  
ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 39. Two examples of 
posthole features that could 
have functioned as 
supportive posts in the outer 
ring of the interpreted 
structure outlined in figure 
35 (courtesy of NEXUS1492).  ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
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roof of the structure. It has been suggested that the space between the inner and outer 
ring of posts was used to hang hammocks (Hofman and Hoogland 2015, 67).  
 
The posthole features illustrated in figure 40 could likewise have had a supportive 
function. These posts might have reinforced the construction of the inner ring of the 
structures shown in figure 36 and 37, possibly when one of the original structure posts 
started to decay or fall into disrepair. Alternatively, these posts could have belonged to a 
structure that either preceded or followed the interpreted structure outlined in figure 37 
and 38. The angle of feature F75-58 shows a significant similarity to the supportive 
posthole feature at the Pambay site discussed in chapter 2 (see fig. 3). The post was likely 
also reinforced with packing stones down the sides. Alternatively, feature F75-58 could 
demonstrate the presence of a stake since it is much thinner than the other two posthole 
features illustrated in figure 40. These posts could also have been part of intra-structure 
ancillary structures.  
Next, figure 41 shows an overview of potential ancillary structures in unit 2/9, such as 
storage facilities or cooking structures (in purple) and windbreaks or drying racks (in 
green). This figure also illustrates how the high concentration of posthole features in a 
relatively small area can make several interpretations possible. Although here identified 
as a possible windbreak, the southern arch of connected posthole features could also 
have formed the outer wall of another structure, either preceding the outlined structure 
in figure 37 and 38 or following it in building sequence.  
ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 40. Three examples of posthole features of which the posts had possible supportive 
functions (courtesy of NEXUS1492).  
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
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In some cases, the ancillary structures outlined in purple are connected to posthole 
features that also form part of the inner posthole ring configuration identified in figure 36 
and 37. It is possible that specific posts fulfilled dual purposes. Alternatively, these 
ancillary structures could have preceded or followed the in red outlined structure in figure 
36 and 37. The southeastern corner of the excavated area revealed a cluster of postholes 
that do not have immediately identifiable patterns. Nevertheless, a smaller circular 
structure seems to be present here. Although it is difficult to distinguish patterns for 
particular types of ancillary structures, it is very likely that drying racks, storage structures, 
hammock posts, and animal pens and shelters, surrounded the structure. Although 
cooking structures have been identified in other levelled areas alongside habitation 
structures, the lack of hearth features in unit 2/9 suggests that there was no cooking 
structure present in this section of the site. On the other hand, a hearth might have been 
present, but cleaned away after use, leaving no further traces (see below). Figure 42 
illustrates several posthole features that have been identified as part of ancillary 
structures in figure 41. These posthole features tend to be less deep than those identified 
as part of the main residential structure. Furthermore, the lack of reinforcing – such as 
Figure 41. Possible posthole feature configurations of ancillary structures in unit 2/9 
(courtesy of NEXUS1492). 
ãNEXUS1492 
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stones – indicate that these posts likely carried less weight compared to those of the main 
residential structure.  
Finally, figure 43 illustrates one of the pits that was found amongst the posthole features 
in the levelled area. Feature F85-12 is too large to be a posthole (fig. 43). The pits were 
located in the northern section of the excavated levelled area in unit 2/9. The lack of 
hearth stones and cooking implements does not eliminate the possibility that there used 
to be a hearth here, as the constitutive elements might have been removed and the area 
swept clean after the hearth fell out of use. Alternatively, this pit could have functioned 
as a place to gather trash which was subsequently burnt. This practice was seen at two of 
the contemporary cases presented in chapter 5. 
 
Based on the pattern of posthole features, the interpreted circular formation of the 
structure seems accurate and thus confirms earlier interpretations by Hofman and 
Hoogland (2015). The roundhouse structure shape also conforms with what has been 
Figure 43. One of the pit 
features found amongst the 
posthole features in unit 2/9 
(courtesy of NEXUS1492). ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 42. Three examples of posthole features that could have been part of ancillary 
structures (courtesy of NEXUS1492).  
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
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documented in pre-colonial archaeological contexts on other Caribbean islands by 
Samson et al. (2015). From the interpreted structure shape, it is subsequently possible to 
determine the function of individual posts. However, several studies (e.g., Mans 2012; 
Rostain 2017a) have indicated that posts are often recycled. Moreover, the array of 
posthole features indicate that the structure was repaired, or possibly even rebuilt 
completely, in the same location over time. Posts and stakes could therefore have had 
multiple uses. The recognized rebuilding of the structure confirms the sequential 
structure patterning first identified by Menno Hoogland (1996) at Kelbey’s Ridge 2 and 
later by Samson (2010) at El Cabo. Several of the posthole features become narrower 
towards the bottom, indicating that the inserted post tapered towards the end. Like the 
post discovered by Rostain and Saulieu (2015) at the Pambay site, this could indicate that 
the posts at El Flaco were inserted into the ground top first, affording the post more 
strength at the weight-bearing bottom end, preventing re-rooting of the post, and limiting 
the amount of preparation necessary. The tapering of the posthole features in the figures 
illustrated above is primarily seen among posthole features interpreted as supportive 
posts. The tapering could therefore be an indication of function.  
 
Based on the archaeological parameters defined by Mans (2012) (see Table 2), the 
analysis of spatial interrelations of posthole features has led to the identification of a 
structure configuration, as well as intra-structure constructions. The floor area was 
previously calculated by Vroom (2016) and resulted in the estimation that the structure 
would house approximately nine people. As the analysis in this study is based exclusively 
on maps and photographs of features, it is difficult to determine the circumference and 
depth of posthole features, whereby post height can be calculated.11 Nevertheless, as a 
general rule, it can be tentatively assumed that the posts with the wider circumference 
and the greater depth were also the tallest. As both Mans (2012) and Duin (2009) have 
identified, posthole depths are relatable to somatic lengths. Starting from the assumption 
that pre-colonial individuals were of comparable height to modern-day Indigenous 
individuals in Suriname and Guiana, it may be an interesting exercise to calculate post 
heights at El Flaco, based on the somatic lengths provided by Mans (2012). 
 
                                                             
11 This information is included in the Nexus 1492 database but could not be incorporated in this 
study at this time. 
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The spatial relation of the structure identified in figures 36 and 37 to other features 
identified at El Flaco can be tentatively defined. In contrast to what is frequently 
documented in ethnographical studies in Amazonia, there is no clear location of a plaza 
near the structure, or at the site in general (see also fig. 34). The lack of material culture 
in the levelled area indicates that the structure was swept clean on a regular basis. Discard 
behavior resulting in the clean character of the daily living space has been recognized in 
ethnographic sources from Amazonia (e.g., Murray 1980; Politis 2007; Zeidler 1983), and 
has also been recognized in present-day cases in the northwestern Dominican Republic 
presented in chapter 5. It is currently understood that waste was swept towards the 
mounded areas at El Flaco and likely periodically burnt. Although no hearth features were 
encountered in unit 2/9, the circular ancillary structure identified in figure 41 could have 
potentially functioned as a cooking structure, albeit a small one. The pits such as the one 
illustrated in figure 45 further supports this possibility. The lack of hearth features might, 
again, be the result of the former inhabitant’s cleaning habits. Cooking structures have 
been identified elsewhere at the site. Other ancillary structures such as windbreaks and 
drying racks have been tentatively identified.  
 
Although it is questionable whether the structure at El Flaco had a monumental façade 
and it is difficult to determine the height of the roof, Vroom (2016) identified a positive 
correlation between the structure examined by her at El Flaco and all remaining aspects 
of the Caribbean architectural mode defined by Samson et al. (2015). From the posthole 
features a clear distinction between weight-bearing and supportive posts can be made. 
The size of structure correlates to the average calculations by Samson et al. (2015) and 
the floor of the structure was recognized to be a prepared floor. Finally, close spatial 
relations between multiple posthole features indicate that the structure was periodically 
repaired or rebuilt, and ancillary structures have been tentatively identified based on 
posthole features not identified as part of the structure configuration.  
 
6.2.2. Hearth features 
The following analysis of hearth features rests primarily on photographs of hearth 
features from unit 34 and 69. Unit 34 is located in a levelled area and was selected due to 
the frequent occurrence of hearth features, combined with a high prevalence of posthole 
features. Unit 69 is located on the earthen wall (F in fig. 36, see also fig. 33) and was 
selected due to its frequent occurrence of hearth features in association to human burial 
features. The analysis of the human burial features lies outside the scope of this study. 
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However, the differing context of the hearth features presents the opportunity to identify 
possible variance in hearth construction in relation to the hearth features of unit 34.  
 
Unit 34 was excavated in 2015 and covered an area of 156 m2. After only 10 cm of 
excavation, a vast array of stones was encountered (see fig. 44). Although seemingly a 
random cluster of stones, a closer inspection revealed patterns that were clearly 
indicative of the presence of pre-colonial hearths in this area. This was supported by the 
presence of burnt stones (see fig. 45).  
 
The aerial view of a part of the stone clusters presented in figure 44 is presented in figure 
45. Here, circular patterns of stones are clearly visible (indicated by the white outlines). 
Furthermore, several of the stones demonstrated discoloration ranging from 
orange/brown to black and cracking, which is indicative of exposure to a heat source 
(outlined in green). At this point in the excavation of the unit, no traces of postholes were 
encountered. Furthermore, it is clear from the photograph in figure 45 that the hearth 
features, and the area in general, were relatively clean of finds. Nevertheless, some 
Figure 44. Scattered stone cluster encountered after the first 10 cm of excavation in unit 34 
(courtesy of NEXUS1492).  
ãNEXUS1492
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material culture was encountered amongst the features, such as shells, ceramic 
fragments, and animal bones. Figure 46 shows a hearth feature at level 212 where several 
ceramic, griddle, and shell fragments are clearly visible. 
The excavation of the unit was continued per square meter and per arbitrary layer of 10 
cm until the bedrock was reached at between 20 and 40 cm. At this level several more 
hearth features were encountered, as well as a vast array of posthole features. At the 
                                                             
12 Throughout the excavation of El Flaco, a ‘level’ indicates the depth of the excavated area on the 
basis of arbitrary layers of excavation per 10 cm. Level 1 thus describes the plan view after 10 cm 
of excavation, level 2 after 20 cm, and so on.  
Figure 45. Aerial view of several hearth features encountered during the excavation of unit 34 
after only 10 cm. The white outlines indicate the circular pattern of the hearths, whilst he 
green outlines indicate stones that show signs of heat exposure (courtesy of NEXUS1492; 
adapted by E. de Mooij). 
ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 46. Aerial view of a hearth 
feature indicating the location of 
various types of material culture 
(courtesy of NEXUS1492; adapted 
by E. de Mooij). ãNEXUS1492 
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bedrock level, the features interpreted as hearths in the field show several additional 
characteristics associated with cooking activities, as described in chapter 2 and 4. For 
example, several large fragments of cooking stones were encountered, such as the ones 
illustrated in figure 47.  
The presence of charcoal fragments and ashy bedrock soil undisputedly indicates the use 
of fire. This is clearly visible in the hearth feature presented in figure 49. Here, the three 
images show sequential stages of excavation of the hearth. The hearth consists of several 
large stones in a dark soil matrix and includes large fragments of charcoal. At the bottom 
of the hearth feature (see image 3 in fig. 48) there is a concentration of orange-brown 
Figure 47. Two examples of large fragments of cooking stones encountered among the 
hearth features in unit 34 (courtesy of NEXUS1492). 
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 48. Three stages 
of excavation of one of 
the hearth features in 
unit 34 (courtesy of 
NEXUS1492).  ãNEXUS1492 3 
ãNEXUS1492 1 ãNEXUS1492 2 
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sediment. This coloring of the sediment is most likely the result of close association with, 
and repeated exposure to, a heat source.  
 
Finally, the excavated area in unit 34 not only revealed many hearth features, but also 
exposed a large number of posthole features. In some cases, these postholes were clearly 
associated with particular hearth features. Figure 49 presents an example of possibly 
three hearth features that show a clear association to several posthole features. It seems 
as though these postholes might at some stage have enclosed the middle hearth feature. 
However, it is difficult to reconstruct the sequence of the build and use of the three 
features. Alternatively, it is possible that the stones in figure 49 are the scattered 
remnants of a single hearth feature. Orange-brown staining of the soil also visible in this 
figure is similar to that in figure 48. The left-hand photograph of figure 49 presents 
another view of the stone cluster showing the orange stain more clearly, as well as 
showing the inclusion of a large, cracked stone at the bottom of the feature. This 
composition of stones and soil coloring could indicate that some hearths were 
constructed in stone-lined pits, which gave them more durability.  
 
Figure 50 presents an aerial view of unit 34 after it was excavated to bedrock. A view of 
the unit from above once again reveals an extensive cluster of features that include 
postholes of various depths and diameters, hearths of various compositions, clusters of 
scattered stones, and one large deep pit.13 This figure clearly shows the abundant 
presence of hearth features in the excavated area. Although the indicated hearth features 
                                                             
13 At the bottom of the pit the badly preserved skeletal remains of a female individual were 
encountered. She is the only individual buried in a pit dug this deep into the bedrock in the 
excavated area of El Flaco. 
ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 49. Right: Example of a hearth and posthole features cluster showing a clear 
interspatial relation. Left: Another view of the hearth feature clearly showing the orange-
brown soil and a large, cracked cooking stone (courtesy of NEXUS1492). 
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
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in figure 50 are those that are most clearly visible in the aerial photograph, more features 
were encountered in the layers immediately above bedrock, as was discussed above. 
Several of the linear patterns of postholes (indicated in green) could indicate the presence 
of windbreaks in the excavated areas. This is particularly likely in the case of the four 
hearths in the southeastern section of the unit. Alternatively, these linear spatial 
associations of posthole features could indicate the presence of drying racks, or maybe 
even supporting posts of birdcages, as was the case at Amotopo (Mans 2012). In the 
southwest (just above the large pit in figure 50) and northeastern corner of the unit, 
scatters of irregularly shaped stones were encountered that did not particularly resemble 
the hearth features presented thus far. Their function remains unclear. 
The presence of a circular structure smaller than the one identified in figure 36 and 37 (~3 
to 4 m in diameter) is clearly visible in the pattern of posthole features uncovered in the 
northeastern corner of the unit. This was also identified by Hofman and Hoogland (2015). 
Inside the proposed structure outline are several more posthole features that could have 
functioned as storage posts, hammock posts, or repair posts. This structure is clearly 
smaller than that discussed in paragraph6.2.1., yet does show striking similarities to the 
Figure 50. Aerial view of unit 34 showing many sectioned posthole features and several 
hearth features. Outlines: red = structure, purple = ancillary structures, blue = hearth 
features, green = windbreaks. Drone image by Till Sonneman (courtesy of NEXUS1492; 
adapted by E. de Mooij).  
ãNEXUS1492 
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tentatively identified smaller circular ancillary structure outlined in figure 50. These 
factors potentially indicate that this was not a habitation structure but was rather a 
structure that had a function more particularly associated with the abundance of hearths 
surrounding it.  
 
The hearth features uncovered in unit 69 showed somewhat different characteristics than 
those previously discussed. Unit 69 is located on the northwestern side of the earthen 
wall (F in fig. 34) and was excavated in 2016. In the previous year, several human burials 
had been encountered in the same section of the earthen wall. Upon opening unit 69 
several more human burials were encountered immediately beneath the topsoil (~5 cm). 
These burials were accompanied by a multitude of hearth features, presented in figure 
51.  
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
ãNEXUS1492 ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 51. Four examples of different hearth features encountered in unit 69 (courtesy of 
NEXUS1492).  
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What is immediately visible in figure 51 is that the hearths are situated in soil containing 
a lot of very fine ash, which is much lighter in color than the surrounding soil. Although a 
circular pattern of stones is still somewhat discernible in the hearths, the stones 
demonstrate fewer of the characteristics associated with heat exposure in comparison to 
the hearth feature stones encountered in unit 34. Furthermore, the hearth features in 
unit 69 were accompanied by a larger number of artifacts, which had remained more 
intact, though still fragmented. These included large pieces of decorated ceramics and 
large fragments of griddle, stone and coral tools, and animal bones. Particularly the 
occurrence of several human burials beneath the hearth features indicates that these 
hearths were used for a different purpose than those encountered in unit 34. 
 
No traces of postholes were encountered amongst the features in unit 69 or in adjacent 
units. The stratigraphy of the profiles in adjoining units excavated to bedrock in previous 
years has evidenced a complex layering of sediments, ending with the deposition of the 
human remains overlain with hearths (see bottom left corner in top left photo in fig. 52). 
This evidence in combination with the un-swept and artifact rich character of the features 
has given rise to the notion that these hearths were in fact not used in daily cooking 
activities, but rather formed part of a burial ritual similar to what has been identified on 
other islands in the Caribbean (e.g., Hofman and Hoogland 2013, 2016; Hoogland 1996). 
 
In comparison to what is known from the archaeological record of the Amazon region, the 
hearths at El Flaco share several characteristics. First, like the ADE in the Amazon, a dark 
color of sediment – as a result of the burning of produce and the mixing in of ash with the 
matrix – is often one of the first signifiers of an archaeological hearth feature at El Flaco. 
Upon excavation, several of the stones and underlying soil showed distinct signs of heat 
exposure, like those seen in the archaeological record of the Amazon. The hearth features 
that are primarily associated with cooking activities have most likely been swept clean 
after use. Besides the occasional occurrence of cooking stones and implements amongst 
the hearths of unit 34, there was minimal association to material culture. Contrastively, 
the hearth features of unit 69 showed numerous associations to material culture yet 
indicated less use for daily cooking activities. This was mainly due to the presence of 
human burials beneath and close by the hearths.  
 
In contrast to the Amazonian ethnographic examples presented in chapter 2, all hearth 
features at El Flaco were found outside of the interpreted habitation structures. 
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Nevertheless, there are several occasions of a spatial interrelation between posthole and 
hearth features in unit 34, indicating the presence of cooking structures. Moreover, 
several linear patterns of postholes were interpreted in the unit, indicating possible 
presence of windbreaks and drying racks. Although their presence is similarly likely, it has 
been difficult to distinguish with certainty rectangular patterns of storage structures 
within the posthole feature configurations of unit 34. With reference to the research by 
Mans (2012) we can assume that these ancillary structures were most likely built with 
stakes and were not founded in the bedrock. However, from the contemporary 
photographs presented in paragraph5.4 (fig. 22, 30, and 32 A and C), it is not likely that 
these stakes penetrate the ground with much depth. Therefore, it is likely that the 
necessary depth of the stake varied depending on the function of the structure to which 
it belonged. It may be assumed that stakes that formed part of small shelters would be 
driven into the ground less deeply than stakes that for instance supported weight-bearing 
posts. 
 
It is clear that the archaeological variables used to identify hearths as described by Mans 
(2012) and Duin (2009) are similarly the signifiers of hearth features in the archaeological 
record of El Flaco. These include 1) spatial interrelation with other components; 2) the 
outline of ash stains; and 3) the red coloring of underlying soil (see also Table 1). Of these 
signifiers, the presence of ash patches and lenses is the most prominent at El Flaco, and 
in the pre-colonial archaeological record in the Caribbean in general. However, there are 
several discrepancies between the archaeological record of El Flaco and the gathered 
general information of features gained from the research by Mans (2012) and Duin (2009). 
These discrepancies rise primarily from the fact that not all hearth features at El Flaco 
have been identified as having been used for the same purpose and are therefore not an 
exclusive feature of the cooking area. Although the hearths in the levelled area were 
swept clean of ashes, those in the mound were embedded in ash lenses and patches. 
Furthermore, although several artifacts were associated with the hearths in the levelled 
area, their number compared to number of artifacts found in the mound were minimal. 
Therefore, the densest cluster of artifacts at El Flaco is not exclusively related to the 
cooking area. With regards to hearth features in the pre-colonial archaeological record of 
the insular Caribbean region, the hearths at El Flaco show a similar circular pattern, albeit 
being slightly smaller than those encountered at sites such as, for example, Anse à la 
Gourde and Tanki Flip. However, the hearth features at El Flaco do resemble the modern 
hearth features presented in the first case study of chapter 5. 
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6.2.3. Mounds 
There are several mounds at El Flaco, some of which are natural and some of which are 
anthropogenic. Generally, the mounds are circular or oval with diameters of between 12 
and 20 m and heights of approximately 1.30 m (Hofman and Hoogland 2015, 9). In this 
section, a selected sample of unit profiles of the earthen wall (F in fig. 34) will be analyzed. 
These are the North profile of unit 35, the South profile of unit 36, the West profile of unit 
40, and the West profile of unit 63. The first three profiles were chosen because the 
earthen wall is spatially well associated with the levelled area of unit 34. The fourth profile 
was chosen as it is spatially associated with the area of the mound associated with several 
human burials. These four profiles therefore have the potential to adequately illustrate 
the wide range of activities that occurred in and on the mound. 
 
The profile photographs used in this study were taken in the field by Menno Hoogland 
using a digital single reflex-lens camera. A stratigraphic analysis of the mound profiles was 
achieved in the field using printed profile photos by Menno Hoogland, with the help of 
students participating in the field school. Using these records of stratigraphic analyses of 
the selected units, the stratigraphy was digitized using Adobe Illustrator by the author.14 
The digital representations of mound profile stratigraphies aim to illustrate clearly the 
different stratigraphic deposits, as well as demonstrate the multiplicity of activities that 
occurred in the mound areas and the degree of complexity inherent in identifying these 
activities.  
 
Units 35, 36, and 40 were excavated in 2015 and reached a depth of between 120 cm and 
140 cm. According to the typological analysis of ceramics by Corinne Hofman and 
Katharina Jacobson, the ceramics found in unit 40 and 35 were predominantly Meillacoid. 
Interestingly, Meillacoid-type ceramics were absent in unit 36, but no further stylistic 
information was provided. The occurrence of mounds at El Flaco thus conforms to the 
idea that mounds are a frequent characteristic of Meillacoid and Chicoid sites in the 
Dominican Republic (Keegan and Hofman 2017, 167; Herrera Malatesta 2018; Sonneman 
et al. 2016). The accumulation of material culture starts at the fringes of identified 
anthropogenic mounds and is frequently identified on the side where the mound is 
                                                             
14 The digital representations and interpretations of the presented profile stratigraphies have been 
approved by Menno Hoogland.  
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associated with a levelled area. Therefore, these transitory spaces between levelled areas 
and mounds is identified as the ‘sweeping area’, which functions much like a toss zone. 
 
Figure 52 shows the Northern stratigraphic profile of unit 35. The different deposits in the 
stratigraphy each represent individual activity events (Hofman et al. 2018, 212).15 First, 
what is clearly visible in this profile is the dark brown palaeosol (layer 4 in fig. 54). It is this 
deposit that Veloz Maggiolo et al. (1981) refer to as the ‘black humus soil’ that is 
specifically suitable for agricultural purposes. Considering that this humus deposit is in 
fact a palaeosol, indicating its formation in the geological past (i.e. long before human 
occupation; Nichols 2009, 148), it is highly unlikely that these mounds were indeed ‘built’ 
with agricultural purposes in mind. Nevertheless, the humus deposit does provide 
adequate soil in which to grow crops and plants. However, ongoing research by Jaime 
Pagán-Jiménez in the context of the Nexus 1492 project cannot yet confirm that these 
                                                             
15 To maintain a unified description of stratigraphic deposits of profiles at El Flaco, the author has 
used the same phrasing for specific deposits (such as ‘weathered calcareous bedrock’ and 
‘deposition of soil from levelled bedrock’) from previous descriptions of stratigraphic profiles by 
Menno Hoogland in Hofman et al. (2018, 212). 
Figure 52. Northern stratigraphic profile of unit 35. From bottom to top: 1) hard limestone 
bedrock; 2) hard limestone bedrock with limestone gravel; 3) weathered calcareous bedrock 
in silt matrix; 4) paleosol; 5) deposition of soil from levelled bedrock; 6) same as 3 but finer, 
with gravel; 7) same as 6 without gravel; 8) deposition of soil from levelled bedrock; 9) same 
as 6; 10) deposition of soil from levelled bedrock; 11) topsoil (courtesy of NEXUS1492; 
adapted by E. de Mooij).   
ãNEXUS1492 
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mounds were indeed used as sites for kitchen gardens from an archaeobotanical research 
perspective (Corinne L. Hofman personal communication 2018). Furthermore, the North 
profile of unit 35 adequately illustrates the various stages of construction that occurred 
at El Flaco. Several deposits of white limestone bedrock within the stratigraphy indicate 
that areas surrounding the mound were levelled to facilitate the building of structures. 
Considering the close spatial relationship between the mound wherein unit 35 is situated, 
and the location of levelled unit 34, it possible that the redeposited bedrock is associated 
with the event of construction in unit 34. 
 
Finally, the topsoil formed after abandonment of the settlement and accumulated over a 
period of approximately 500 years until the time of excavation. The thickness of the 
stratigraphic deposits interlaying the palaeosol (deposit 4 in fig. 52) and the topsoil 
(deposit 11 in fig. 52) indicates that the build-up of these deposits were short-term events 
occurring at the hands of the pre-colonial inhabitants of the settlement. These deposits 
moreover demonstrate the inhabitants’ capacity to move earth and shape the landscape 
in which they lived. Besides the interpretation that thicker deposits indicate short-term 
landscape management events and habitation activities, it is difficult to interpret the 
amount of time that passed during the accumulation of the mound from ‘start’ to ‘finish’, 
based on the analysis of the stratigraphic profiles alone. To gain a better understanding 
of the time frames associated the build-up of the mounds at El Flaco the Nexus 1492 team 
have submitted several material samples for C-14 radiocarbon dating. However, these 
dates could not be incorporated in my analysis of the stratigraphy at this time.  
 
Figure 53 shows the stratigraphic deposits of the Southern profile of unit 36. Here again, 
the palaeosol (deposit 3) is clearly visible as a dark homogenous humus deposit of soil. 
The various occurrences of ash deposits (deposits 4 and 6) indicate that in this area of the 
site, the mound was not only used as a location to dump excess soil during building 
activities elsewhere, but also formed an appropriate location for burning events. Although 
there are no hearth features visible in the profile, the depressions in stratigraphic deposit 
5 and 6 are possibly the result of the removal of hearth stones in the process of 
excavation. In the case of only few, or singular, burning events in the same spot, it might 
be expected that the ash deposit in which the hearth was situated would be much smaller 
and would be characterized more as a lens. However, the ash deposits of layer 4 and 6 
are much thicker, indicating that prolonged or repeated burning events took place at this 
stage in the development of the mound. Alternatively, this ash could have been brought 
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to the mound from elsewhere at the site, for instance as a result of hearth cleaning 
activities. In and around the ash deposits is usually where the largest amount of material 
culture is encountered in the mound units. The material culture spans the entire range of 
types, including many fragments of ceramic and griddle, stone tools, marine and 
terrestrial shells, and animal bones. Overlying these stratigraphic deposits of palaeosol 
and ash deposits are again stratigraphic deposits of brown soil with many gravel and 
limestone inclusions. As in the stratigraphic profile of the North wall of unit 35, these 
deposits most likely indicate relatively short-term construction events elsewhere in the 
site.  
 
Next, figure 54 shows the East profile of unit 40. Here, unlike in the two previous 
stratigraphic profiles, a thick trash deposit is visible (layer 5a and b). This profile further 
illustrates another function of the pre-colonial mound, namely as a locale to discard 
waste. The greyish hue of the soil could further indicate that burning events took place 
Figure 53. Southern stratigraphic profile of unit 36. From bottom to top: 1) hard limestone 
bedrock; 2) weathered calcareous bedrock in silt matrix; 3) palaeosol; 4) ash deposit; 5) silty 
greyish-brown soil with gravel inclusions; 6) ash deposit; 7) same as 5; 8a) deposition of soil 
from levelled bedrock; 8b) same as 8a but less slightly more yellow in color 9) same as 7 with 
less gravel inclusions; 10) greyish-brown with small stone inclusions; 11) topsoil (courtesy of 
NEXUS1492; adapted by E. de Mooij).   
ãNEXUS1492 
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here as well. It is possible that trash deposited on the mound was periodically burnt, 
although a larger and clearer deposit of fine ash might be expected.  
Finally, figure 55 shows the West profile of unit 63. This unit is closely associated with the 
area on the earthen wall where multiple human interments were encountered. In this 
stratigraphy, they greyish soil in deposit 3 could indicate a trash burning event, like was 
suggested for deposit 5 in the stratigraphic profile of unit 40. Deposit 4 is most likely the 
result of another construction event, where soil and rocks were cleared before the 
bedrock could be levelled. Finally, deposit 5 (a, b, and c) shows a clear example of an ash 
deposit. This ash deposit is associated with the human burial features in adjacent units. 
The ash was deposited in several stages and possibly as a result of different activities. The 
concentration of land snail shells in deposit 5a could indicate a food processing or cooking 
event. Alternatively, these snails could have been attracted to trash deposits and burned 
together with the trash. The thickness of the rest of the ash deposit could suggest a major 
cleaning event elsewhere at the site, or an extensive or prolonged burning event on the 
mound. It is from these types of densely ashy deposits that the majority of excavated 
material culture comes.  
ãNEXUS1492 
Figure 54. Eastern stratigraphic profile of unit 40. From bottom to top: 1) hard limestone 
bedrock; 2a); hard limestone bedrock with limestone gravel 2b) same as 2a but greyer in color 
3) weathered calcareous bedrock in silt matrix 4) same as 3 but with less stone inclusions; 5a) 
silty greyish-brown, fairly homogenous; 5b) same as 5a but with more shell and stone 
inclusions; 6) same as 5a; 7) topsoil (courtesy of NEXUS1492; adapted by E. de Mooij).   
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In summary, the stratigraphic profiles of the selected units located on the large earthen 
wall at El Flaco evidence and confirm previous statements that mounded areas associated 
with Late Ceramic Age sites in the region were indeed used for a wide variety of activities, 
both domestic and ritual (e.g., Hofman and Hoogland 2015; Hofman et al. 2018). With 
regard to the archaeological examples of earthworks in the Amazon in chapter 2, there 
are several shared characteristics yet also several differences. In contrast to the 
Amazonian mounds, the mounds and earthen walls at El Flaco are much smaller. Where 
the mounds in Suriname and those of the Camutins complex in Brazil are tens of meters 
high and built in single construction events with the purpose of inhabiting the platform 
on top, the mounded areas at El Flaco ‘grow’ over a longer period of time as the result of 
the accumulation of the remnants of a wide variety of activities that are all embedded in 
the acts of living in the pre-colonial village. Furthermore, the spatial organization of the 
mounded areas seems to be less oriented towards other mounds and earthen walls, but 
rather oriented towards the location of the levelled areas, and by extension the structures 
(see fig. 36). Also, although the mounded areas at El Flaco could probably have served as 
a location to tend kitchen gardens, their construction did not occur solely for agricultural 
Figure 55. Western stratigraphic profile of unit 63. From bottom to top: 1) hard limestone 
bedrock; 2) weathered limestone bedrock in silt matrix; 3) palaeosol, but less humus than in 
profiles of unit 35, 36, and 40; 4) trash deposit with coarse sediment; 5a) fine ash lens mixed 
with trash deposit, including many land snail shell inclusions; 5b) same as 5a but with less 
shell inclusions; 5c) very light and homogenous core of the ash layer; 6) topsoil (courtesy of 
NEXUS1492; adapted by E. de Mooij).   
ãNEXUS1492 
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purposes like the earthworks in Ecuador, or, for that matter, as was suggested by Veloz 
and colleagues (1981) for the site of El Carril.  
 
Based on the ethnographic examples presented in chapter 2, mounded areas in present-
day Amazonia arise primarily as a result of refuse disposal. The need to keep the daily 
living space clear of trash is, for example, recognized among the Shipibo (Siegel and Roe 
1986), the Jivaro (Zeidler 1983), and the Nukak (Politis 2007). The disposal of refuse is also 
seen in the stratigraphy of the studied profiles from the earthen wall at El Flaco. It has 
also been identified in many of the other mounds at the site (Hofman and Hoogland 2015). 
The stratigraphy of the profiles attest to the incorporation of multiple activities in a single 
space, whereas in the Amazonian archaeological record individual constructions were 
identified. The mounds incorporate traces of building activities, trash depositions, burning 
events associated with cooking, burial activities, trash burning, and horticultural practices. 
The size of the earthen wall and its location potentially also indicate its use for defensive 
purposes. In contrast to what was observed by Mans (2012; see also Table 1 and 2), and 
Duin (2009), the mounded areas at El Flaco were multi-purpose spaces. Moreover, they 
do not necessarily seem to signify the transitory boundary between the settlement and 
the surrounding environment but are rather embedded much more deeply in the daily 
life of households at El Flaco. 
 
 
6.3. Conclusion 
On the basis of archaeological and ethnographical knowledge gathered from pre-colonial 
and present-day Amazonia and archaeological knowledge from the pre-colonial 
Caribbean this chapter has discussed the characteristics and spatial relations of posthole 
and hearth features and stratigraphic profiles from the earthen wall encountered in the 
archaeological record of El Flaco. The results of these analyses have been discussed in the 
preceding paragraphs.  
 
The selected examples of posthole and hearth features and stratigraphic profiles were 
studied independently, but also in relation to each other. Since my analysis is concerned 
with a selected example of these categories, it is difficult to arrive at a schematic plan of 
the entire settlement as was presented for Amotopo (fig. 16) and Espérance (fig. 17) in 
chapter 4. It can be argued that the archaeological record of El Flaco similarly provides a 
‘freeze’ on the dynamics of the village as was imposed by Mans at Amotopo and Duin at 
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Espérance at the time of their analyses. Nevertheless, the results of the excavation at El 
Flaco represent approximately 500 years of deposition and, unlike at Amotopo and 
Espérance, it cannot be surmised from the analysis conducted in my study alone what 
features of the settlement were in use at specific times.  
 
Nevertheless, the research has positively identified several activity areas and 
conceptualized several features of the archaeological record with the help of the 
background knowledge gathered in chapter 2 and the present-day cases presented in 
chapter 5. First and foremost, analysis of the posthole features in unit 2/9 has verified the 
presence of a large circular structure in the levelled area. Here, the multitude of extra 
posthole features has confirmed current notions that pre-colonial structures were 
continuously being maintained, repaired, and rebuilt in the same location. Whether or 
not this structure had a developmental trajectory as was identified for several structures 
at Kelbey’s Ridge 2 and El Cabo is not completely clear, but likely. The overall presence of 
similar structures identified in other units at the site could possibly indicate that 
structures were rebuilt at the site over time. Moreover, the presence of several 
tentatively identified ancillary structures in unit 2/9 confirms that this space formed the 
stage for a variety of activities associated with daily life. Although it is likely that the large 
house structure was accompanied by several smaller structures, such as storage 
structures and windbreaks, overlap of the interpreted structures may also indicate that 
the area of the structure was sequentially used for different purposes over time. 
Chronological sequencing of the encountered posthole features could provide the 
resolution necessary to determine the succession of structures in the excavated area.  
 
Interestingly, beyond the two identified pits that possibly indicate a burning event in the 
first levelled area (unit 2/9) considered in this study, no hearth features or material 
culture indisputably associated with cooking activities were found in the levelled area. 
However, the second considered levelled area (unit 34) can be positively identified as a 
cooking activity area and therefore confirms previous interpretations (Corinne L. Hofman 
personal communication 2018; see also Hofman and Hoogland 2015). First and foremost, 
the abundance of hearth features encountered in this area clearly confirms the 
preliminary conclusion that cooking was one of the main activities that took place here. 
The presence of one identified smaller circular structure as well the identified ancillary 
structures such as windbreaks, drying racks, shelters, and the like, also supports this 
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interpretation. Although spatially not necessarily close together, it is possible that the 
areas excavated in unit 2/9 and 34 were used at the same time.  
 
Based solely on the diversity of stratigraphic layers and the relatively large amount of 
material culture encountered in the mound compared to the levelled area, one might 
suggest that all of pre-colonial life happened here. In fact, the stratigraphic build-up of 
the mound testifies to the myriad activities that take place in the village at large. The thick 
layers of redeposited bedrock evidence the large-scale earthmoving activities required to 
prepare the environment for the construction of the habitation area, the residential 
structures, and the many different types of additional smaller structures. The large 
amount of material culture in and around the thicker ash layers in the mounds indicate 
that trash was gathered on the mound and periodically burnt. The presence of hearths 
identified on the mound (unit 69 in the case of this study) demonstrate that these hearths 
were specifically associated with activities of a more ritual or ceremonial nature. This 
interpretation is strengthened by the strong associations of these particular hearths to 
human interments. Furthermore, the ‘unclean’ character of the hearths in this section of 
the earthen wall, as well as the almost stylized placement of artifacts around the hearths 
indicate that these hearths were not used in daily activity. Based on these findings, the 
presence of hearth features in mounded areas can function as markers of ritual or 
ceremonial activity. Finally, the presence of the humus palaeosol identified by Veloz 
Maggiolo and colleagues (1981) as the ‘agricultural’ layer at El Carril could indeed testify 
to the use of the mounds as locations for horticultural activities, albeit not exclusively. 
The mixing of the organic layer together with organic waste and ash from periodic burning 
events creates a soil that is very well suited for growing plants. As in the first present-day 
example presented in chapter 5, it is a plausible to assume that the mound area also 
provided the space for kitchen gardens. Despite these various sources of information, the 
presence of kitchen gardens on the mounds remains to be confirmed through 
palaeobotanical research.  
 
At a general level, based on the archaeological parameters extracted from the work by 
Mans (2012) and Duin (2009), the current study has positively identified several activity 
areas based on the studied examples of posthole and hearth features and stratigraphic 
profiles from the earthen wall. Since this study has worked with examples, an accurate 
analysis of village boundaries at a specific point in time is complicated. It is, however, 
highly likely that these boundaries shifted through time based on the needs of the 
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inhabitants of the village. It may be tentatively concluded that the levelled area consisting 
of the cooking activity related features in unit 34 is spatially associated with the remnants 
in the earthen wall and that this association might even be extended to the identified 
structure in the levelled area of unit 2/9. Although the concentric ring-shaped layout of 
villages was clearly defined by Siegel (2010) at other pre-colonial habitation sites in the 
insular Caribbean, the site of El Flaco has less of a clear ring-shaped pattern. Nevertheless, 
in the assumption that mounded and levelled areas are spatially associated with one 
another, a pattern of sequential activity bands is identifiable in the DEM presented in 
figure 34. In accord with Mans (2012), the habitation area is indeed low in artifacts, most 
likely as the result of daily or periodical sweeping activities. This results in the assembly 
of a high number of artifacts in the mounded areas. A similarly swept area was identified 
amongst the hearths in the excavated area of unit 34. This indicates that sweeping 
activities were extended beyond the space of the residential structure to include the 
cooking area. Alternatively, the ‘clean’ state of the cooking area can indicate that these 
hearths were used in an earlier period and were cleaned after they went out of use. In 
that case, it is difficult to say if the cooking area was cleaned periodically during its use as 
well.  
 
Finally, there are several characteristics of contemporary settlement layout and 
construction that have become evident through the informal study of living situations in 
the northwestern region of the Dominican Republic. No archaeological traces have been 
found at El Flaco for these characteristics. They include first and foremost the drip lines, 
or gutters, that surround structures. In the archaeological record, these might show up as 
features with a fill comparable to those of posthole features, although the soil fill might 
be less dark. The lack of gutters does not mean that the pre-colonial inhabitants of El Flaco 
did not take measures to prevent water from running into the habitation structure in the 
event of rain. It is possible that gutters lined the identified structures, but due to their 
shallowness, they do not appear clearly in the archaeological record and can therefore be 
missed. Alternatively, it is possible that the floor of the structure, most likely consisting of 
compacted or trampled bedrock/lime-stone soil, was slightly more elevated than the area 
surrounding the structure, in this way preventing run-in of water. Yet another alternative 
is that the floors of the residential structures were raised off the ground like in many 
Amazonian examples, but no evidence for this is found at El Flaco, or in the insular 
Caribbean in general. Similarly, the knowledge that trash is burnt at a specific moment in 
the day to prevent smoke from blowing over and into the habitation area cannot be 
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reconstructed from the archaeological record. However, the factor that wind directions 
play in this decision could shed light on the choice of location for refuse disposal areas.  
 
One of few elements not identified in my analysis of the archaeological record of El Flaco 
is the presence of pathways and causeways. Although no evidence for deliberately 
marked trails was found at El Flaco, it is plausible to suggest that repetitive movement of 
people through the village along the same tracks would eventually create natural 
pathways. Especially in the last two contemporary cases presented in chapter 5, such 
pathways visibly connect the various structures present in the habitation area, yet these 
were not deliberately constructed as such. Perhaps with careful analysis of aerial view 
images of excavated units in the levelled areas it might yet be possible to identify 
pathways at El Flaco. 
 
In conclusion, the gathered knowledge of posthole and hearth features and constructed 
earthworks from archaeological and contemporary studies in Amazonia, and 
archaeological studies in the Caribbean, combined with the informal study of 
contemporary living situations in the present-day region surrounding El Flaco, has aided 
in the conceptualization of the same elements in the archaeological record of the site. 
This has helped to improve our understanding of the spatial associations of the various 
elements identified at the site.  
 
The next and final chapter of this thesis will consider the results provided here in light of 
the research questions presented in chapter 1. Several final conclusions about the 
development and dynamic of the village of El Flaco through time will be presented. 
Furthermore, the final chapter will consider the successes and flaws of the 
ethnoarchaeological methodology and the conceptualization strategy used in this thesis.   
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7 | Discussion and Conclusion 
 
This chapter presents the discussion and conclusion of this thesis. It will first discuss the 
used theoretical concepts, the methodology, and the approach adopted in this research. 
Next, the results presented in the previous chapter will be discussed. After, the research 
questions and objections posed in chapter 1 will be answered. Finally, several ideas and 
directions for future research will be discussed.  
 
7.1. Discussion of Theory, Methods, and Approach 
The research presented in this thesis was based on a theoretical framework informed by 
concepts developed within approaches to landscape archaeology, the archaeology of 
place, and ethnoarchaeology. Landscape archaeology was relevant to this study, as 
approaches to landscape in archaeological studies aim to understand past human 
engagement and their interaction with the physical environments inhabited (e.g., 
Anschuetz et al. 2001; Bender 1993, 2002; Bruck and Goodman 1999; Hicks et al. 2007; 
Ingold 1993, 2007, 2017; Rossignol and Wandsnider; Tilley 1994). The exact definition of 
landscape varies per scholar and is largely dependent on the prominence given to culture 
versus the physical environment in the process that shapes the landscape. Nonetheless, 
the majority of landscape archaeology approaches understand landscape as “worlds of 
cultural product” (Anschuetz et al. 2001, 191). Cultural properties (such as beliefs, values, 
daily practices) and naturally organized physical resources engage in a reciprocal 
relationship that eventually constitutes the cultural product that is the landscape. This 
process plays out at several spatial and temporal scales, as each emerging group has a 
unique reciprocal relationship with their physical environment, resulting in unique 
patterns of landscape that coexist and overlap (see for example Bender 2002).  
 
The landscape approach in archaeological studies is focused on the material 
manifestations as the result of human activities in the past at regional scales. However, 
this research focused on a single archaeological site. It was therefore necessary to define 
the concept of place within landscape approaches. Much like the concept of landscape, 
there are multiple definitions of place. In this study, it is understood that, like landscape, 
the formation of a meaningful place is the consequence of human intentionality in 
response to, and through the interaction with, the physical environment (e.g., Johnson 
1999; Tilley 2004, 2016; Turnbull 2002). The main difference between landscape and 
place, is that the latter describes the process of this formation at a more local scale than 
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landscape. In basic terms, places are understood as fixed locations in an environmental 
context where human activity has occurred (e.g. Ingold 2007, 79). Importantly, human 
experiences contribute to the formation of places and have the power to saturate places 
with memory (e.g. Hayden 1997; Küchler 1993; Tilley 1994; Trigg 2012). To 
methodologically bridge from a theoretical to a practical understanding of place, I follow 
Herrera Malatesta’s (2018) definition. He contends that place is synonymous with the 
archaeological site. The site is defined as “one or more areas of activity that are defined 
by one or more tasks” (Herrera Malatesta 2018, 44-45). The definition of place in this 
study is thus informed by several theoretical approaches to landscape in archaeology and 
understood as the outcome of human activity through the interdependent relationship 
with the physical surroundings in a specific environmental context, the equivalent of an 
archaeological site.  
 
To make the above-mentioned understandings of landscape and place practical to this 
research, the current study employed Ingold’s concept of taskscapes (Ingold 1993, 2000, 
2017). Tasks effectively substitute human activity. They result in material manifestations 
and contribute to the formation of places and landscapes. The taskscape is defined by the 
collective of a specific set of tasks within an environmental context (hence Herrera 
Malatesta’s definition of site).  
 
The taskscape approach benefits this research in that it allows for the identification of 
specific tasks (i.e. human activities) based on the material manifestations present in the 
archaeological record. This study focuses the taskscape approach to a local scale and 
therefore operationalized place-based taskscapes. In the endeavor to understand the 
dynamics and temporal development of the village of El Flaco, this study concentrated on 
three key features encountered in the archaeological record of the site. These included 
posthole features, hearth features, and mounds. The material remnants of these features 
informed the research on human activities of structure building, cooking, and mound 
building and were each defined as individual taskscapes. The taskscapes were first studied 
separately and then in relation to each other.  
 
To be able to make meaningful interpretations of each studied feature, a well-informed 
background knowledge of structure building, cooking, and mound building practices was 
necessary. These were gathered from archaeological and ethnographic sources focused 
on pre-colonial and contemporary lifeways of Indigenous peoples in Amazonia, as well as 
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from archaeological studies focused on Indigenous lifeways in the pre-colonial insular 
Caribbean. At a later stage in the research, these were complemented by an informal 
ethnographic study of three present-day living situations in the northwestern regions of 
the Dominican Republic, conducted by the author. The use of these sources relies on 
theories of analogical reasoning, inherent in the process of conceptualization and 
interpretation (e.g., Fogelin 2007; González Ruibal 2003, 2016; Mans 2012; Meskell 2010; 
Wylie 1985, 2002).  
 
In opposition to the many criticisms of the analogical reasoning approach (e.g., Gosselain 
2016; Gould and Watson 1982) this study follows Mans (2012, 10, 179) and used the 
above-mentioned archaeological and ethnographic sources from the Amazon and insular 
Caribbean as a way to enhance the ‘interpretative visibility’ with which the archaeological 
record of El Flaco could be approached. The key to this process is to contrast and compare, 
without constraining the studied archaeological data with principle ‘truths’ collected from 
the sources aimed to enhance the interpretative visibility. The relevance of using the 
source (in this case the archaeological and ethnographic sources from Amazonia and the 
insular Caribbean) and the subject (in this case the studied features from the 
archaeological record at El Flaco) is defined by their shared properties (Wylie 1985, 94) 
and why and how the components are suitable to be compared to each other (Fogelin 
2007, 610). However, to more accurately imply the perceived inspirational character of 
the consulted sources to enhance the interpretative visibility, this study has referred to 
this aspect of the process of interpretation as conceptualization. This term furthermore 
intends to avoid implying that the goal of the research is to equate the archaeological 
record of El Flaco with the sources consulted to create the interpretative visibility.  
 
To contrast and compare the gathered knowledge from the sources consulted to enhance 
the interpretative visibility with the archaeological record of El Flaco, this study employed 
methodological parameters developed in the work by Mans (2012). Mans studied the 
movements of people and objects at Amotopo, a modern Trio village in Suriname, from 
an archaeological perspective. This is supplemented by information from the research by 
Duin (2009), who conducted a similar ethnoarchaeological study amongst the Wayana of 
Guiana. By (partially) focusing their research on those aspects of the contemporary village 
that would leave traces in the archaeological record, Mans and Duin provide the current 
study with the archaeological parameters necessary to conceptualize and interpret the 
studied features at El Flaco. The established interpretative visibility through the study of 
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archaeological and ethnographic research from Amazonia and the insular Caribbean 
inspired and contributed to these interpretations. These parameters are summarized in 
Table 2 and 3. It should be reiterated that these parameters did not intend to restrict the 
possible interpretations of the archaeological data, but rather served as a source of 
inspiration with which to approach it. 
 
In summary, the research was designed to approach the studied features from the 
archaeological record at El Flaco as individual taskscapes, to inform our understanding of 
the human activities that resulted in their material manifestations. In so doing, the 
interpretation of these features and their corresponding and constitutional human 
activities contributes towards an understanding of village development and dynamics 
through time. These interpretations are conceptualized on the basis of gathered 
knowledge from archaeological and ethnographic sources from Amazonia and the insular 
Caribbean. The next paragraphs will outline the main results obtained from this approach.  
 
 
7.2. Discussion of Results 
The three taskscapes were each analyzed separately, after which their interrelations were 
considered. The structure building taskscape was considered by identifying configurations 
of posthole features encountered in the levelled area excavated in unit 2/9 (see fig. 33 
and 34). This resulted in the identification of a large habitation structure with two possible 
posthole feature configurations, as well as several possible posthole feature 
configurations for ancillary structures. The cooking taskscape was considered by 
examining the structure of multiple hearth features encountered in another levelled area 
excavated in unit 34 (see fig. 33 and 34). Here, a high number of posthole features was 
also encountered, and their configuration in relation to each other, as well as to the 
encountered hearth features was also studied. This resulted in confirmation of the 
existing idea that this area indeed functioned as the cooking area at one point in the 
occupation of El Flaco (Corinne L. Hofman personal communication 2018). Finally, the 
mound building taskscape was considered by analyzing the stratigraphic profiles of four 
units excavated in the earthen wall (F in fig. 34). This analysis resulted in the identification 
of a variety of stratigraphic layers that attest to activities of construction, trash disposal, 
and mortuary practices. The following paragraphs will discuss the main results of the 
analysis as well as how the studied features relate to each other.  
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In the contrasting and comparing process, several unique structural elements became 
apparent at El Flaco. Briefly put, the interpreted structure configuration at El Flaco indeed 
displayed the roundhouse, double-ring posthole pattern described in the Caribbean 
architectural mode. It also had a comparable size (56.74 m2), a levelled and prepared 
floor, separate posthole feature configurations that indicated the presence of ancillary 
structures such as windbreaks and drying racks, several posthole features that were 
deeply founded in the bedrock, and a few small clusters of posthole features associated 
with acts of repair or rebuilding. Finally, several possible posthole feature configurations 
of ancillary structures were identified. The studied structure from El Flaco did not have 
internal hearth or burial features and no evidence in the posthole features or their 
interpreted configuration for a monumental façade. Finally, it was not possible at this time 
to confirm that the roof of the structure was high-pitched. According to the Caribbean 
architectural mode, this would be evidenced by the incline of the posthole features 
identified in the outer ring of the configuration of the structure (Samson 2010, 329). 
Alternatively, the height of the structure could be inferred from an analysis of weight-
bearing posthole depth, which correlates to the above-ground height of the post 
according to somatic lengths (e.g., Mans 2012, 51-53; Duin 2009, 177). The analysis of 
posthole feature configurations in the current study has confirmed the interpretation by 
Hofman and Hoogland (2015, 8) that this structure at El Flaco was used for habitation. 
 
A second, smaller structure was identified in the analysis of the hearth features in a 
similarly levelled area excavated in unit 34. This structure corresponds in form and 
posthole feature configuration to the previously discussed habitation structure. The clear 
association between this smaller structure and the identified hearth structures indicates 
that this second configuration of posthole features most likely belonged to a cooking 
structure. The levelled space associated with both structures is clean and lacks many 
material culture finds. The necessity to keep the living space free from clutter and waste 
is recognized in modern Amazonian context and in the present-day cases in the 
northwestern region of the Dominican Republic presented in chapter 5. However, this 
does contrast with the findings by Mans (2012), who noted that material culture scatters 
were most dense near the cooking structure. Furthermore, in the study of Amotopo 
(Mans 2012), cooking structures were spatially closely associated with the corresponding 
habitation structure. However, considering the distance between the habitation structure 
and cooking structure discussed in this study, an association between the two seems less 
likely if spatial closeness is the sole indicator.  
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As mentioned, the spatial association between the identified cooking structures and the 
hearths in the levelled area excavated in unit 34 is clear. Several even smaller circular 
structures were identified as hearth structures. Also, multiple linear patterns of posthole 
features in this area indicate the presence of windbreaks or drying racks. The invested 
time and effort in the construction of the cooking area (such as levelling the ground, 
building a cooking structure, hearth structures, windbreaks, etc.) possibly attests to a 
prolonged use of the cooking area.  
 
The structure of the hearths was relatively uniform throughout the studied features. They 
were recognized primarily by the circular pattern of cooking stones. Cooking stones were 
identified by cracks as well as discoloration resulting from exposure to heat, and by the 
red color of the underlying soil, similarly the result of heat exposure. In several cases, 
particularly for the hearths found in layers above the bedrock in the levelled unit and in 
the mounded area, a grey colored soil or very clearly identifiable ash patches were clearly 
associated with the encountered hearth features. These traits were also recognized as 
indicative of hearth features in pre-colonial and present-day cases in Amazonia, as well as 
in the pre-colonial Caribbean. In contrast to what was documented by Mans (2012), the 
hearth features at El Flaco are not exclusively associated with cooking activities. In fact, 
the hearth features encountered in the earthen wall were embedded in much denser ash 
patches and were spatially closely associated with several large fragments of ceramics and 
coral and stone tools. Most importantly, they were associated with several human 
interments. In this study, the association between hearths and mortuary activities is a 
combination exclusive to El Flaco. However, the association between hearth features and 
mortuary activities has been identified in the pre-colonial Caribbean before (see for 
example Hofman and Hoogland 2016; Hoogland 1996). Many of the hearth features 
encountered at bedrock level excavated in unit 34 were not visibly associated with ash 
patches and, as mentioned above, this is likely due to periodic sweeping and cleaning 
activities. This corresponds to what was documented by Mans (2012) and other 
contemporary studies in Amazonia (e.g., Murray 1980, Politis 2007, Zeidler 1983), as well 
as to one of the contemporary cases of the northwestern Dominican Republic.  
 
From the analysis of the stratigraphic profiles it has become clear that the waste swept 
from levelled areas was discarded of on the mounds and the earthen wall. This is 
confirmed by the fact that the majority of excavated material culture was encountered in 
these areas. Thick layers of probable burnt trash were identified in several of the profiles. 
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Larger pieces of waste were also most likely tossed onto the mounds and earthen wall 
and mixed into these layers. Thinner deposits of ash on the mound, such as those visible 
in the stratigraphy of unit 46, could in fact be the result of cleaning activities around the 
hearths identified in the levelled cooking area. A very clear and thick layer of fine ash was 
also visible in the stratigraphy, particularly in that of unit 63. This unit was spatially closely 
associated with the units where the studied hearth features with human interments were 
found. It is probable that the accumulation of fine ash in this unit therefore correlates to 
the mortuary activities. Furthermore, several layers of redeposited bedrock, as well as 
several darker brown layers with limestone rubble were identified, for instance in the 
profiles of units 35, 36, and 40. These layers indicate construction events elsewhere at the 
site. The redeposited bedrock is particularly associated with levelling activities that 
precede the construction of habitation, cooking, and ancillary structures. Due to the close 
spatial association between the studied units in the earthen wall and the levelled area 
identified as the cooking area, it is very possible that the redeposited bedrock layers in 
this part of the earthen wall are the result of construction activities in the cooking area. 
Furthermore, the identified thick layers of burnt trash, as well as the thinner more 
homogenous layers of ash in these same units, could indicate that gathered waste and 
ash from the cooking area during sweeping activities was dumped on this side of the 
earthen wall. Finally, a palaeosol was identified in all stratigraphic profiles. This is the layer 
previously identified as the agricultural layer by Veloz Maggiolo and colleagues (1981) at 
El Carril. Although the layer is humus and suitable for agricultural practices, it is uncertain 
whether the mounds were used for this purpose as palaeobotanical research has yet to 
confirm the idea (Corinne L. Hofman personal communication 2018). 
 
For the analysis of the stratigraphic profiles from various units in the earthen wall, the 
archaeological studies of pre-colonial Amazonian mounds provided an insight into the 
various activities that might necessitate the construction of such earthworks. However, 
the Amazonian earthworks find no parallels in the Caribbean. Although middens and 
mounds are recognized on other Caribbean islands, they are generally associated with 
trash disposal, much like those seen in the studies by Mans (2012) and Duin (2009). The 
interpretative framework with which the mounds were approached was greatly 
strengthened by consulting previously conducted archaeological research in the 
northwestern Dominican Republic (e.g., Veloz Maggiolo et al. 1981), as well as ongoing 
research (e.g., Hofman et al. 2018a; Herrera Malatesta 2018; Sonneman et al. 2016). 
Although showing several similarities to the cases studied in the formation of the 
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interpretative framework, the mounds at El Flaco also display elements that are wholly 
unique to pre-colonial Indigenous sites in the region (e.g., Hofman et al. 2018a; Herrera 
Malatesta 2018; Keegan and Hofman 2017).  
 
At the site level, the analysis of the features conducted in this study emphasizes the 
presence of various different activities areas. It is clear that each activity occurs in its own 
space and at different spatial scales within the village. Despite the initial separation in the 
analysis, the results have also emphasized that activities associated with individual 
taskscapes are inherently intertwined. It can be argued that the identified cooking area is 
spatially related to the eastern portion of the earthen wall. Stratigraphy testifies t this, as 
it correlates with interpreted activities in the cooking areas, namely construction and 
cleaning. The correlation of the earthen wall and the cooking area with the identified 
structure is somewhat weakened by their spatial separation. As is visible on the DEM and 
the topographic map in figure 34, the identified habitation structure is spatially much 
more closely associated with another mound (D. in fig. 34). Based on the close spatial 
association of habitation structures and refuse heaps documented at Amotopo (Mans 
2012) and at other contemporary villages in Amazonia, the association between the 
identified habitation structure and mound D at El Flaco seems most plausible.  
 
The mounds and earthen walls are ‘built’ as a result of various taskscapes, but not 
intentionally constructed as mounded areas. Contrastively, the structure building and 
cooking taskscapes are constructed with a specific purpose in mind. Where the structures 
and hearths are used in the process of daily activities, it can be argued that the mounds 
signify the ‘end’ of daily activities. The accumulation of different types of layers in the 
stratigraphy all mark the completion of a task elsewhere at the site. It is therefore 
interesting that the mounds were also considered as a suitable place to bury those who 
had ‘completed’ life. The presence of hearth features in association with mortuary 
activities indicates that, in fact, at least at the site of El Flaco, hearth features cannot be 
grouped into one taskscape. In effect, the analysis of the hearth features has identified 
and entered into an entirely different taskscape. 
 
 
7.3. Considering the Conceptualizations 
The main objective of this research was to arrive at a meaningful and well-informed 
interpretation of the dynamics and developments of a pre-colonial Caribbean village 
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through the study of several key features encountered in the archaeological record at El 
Flaco. To enable the individual analysis and interpretation of these key features, they 
were identified as taskscapes (following Ingold 1993, 2000), which describe specific 
human activities through their material manifestations. Considered individually and 
subsequently in relation to each other, the combination of the material remnants of these 
taskscapes constitutes the majority of the archaeological record of the village. The 
dynamics and developments of each taskscape were conceptualized using an 
interpretative visibility informed by consulting archaeological and ethnographic research 
conducted in Amazonia and the Caribbean. To guide the research, the objective was 
translated into the following research question:  
 
To what extent can contemporary ethnoarchaeological perspectives from Amazonia 
contribute towards our conceptualization of a pre-colonial village in the Caribbean 
through space and time? 
 
In general, the author would agree that indeed contemporary ethnographic sources from 
Amazonia assist in the conceptualization of the archaeological record of the pre-colonial 
Caribbean. However, the answer should be nuanced. In the experience of this study, 
depending on the archaeological element under analysis, the ethnographic record of 
Amazonia had a varying degree of influence on the interpretation. In effect, the 
strengthening of the interpretative framework by considering archaeological studies from 
both the pre-colonial Amazon and insular Caribbean provided more of the much-needed 
conceptualization tools.  
 
For example, although providing sources of inspiration with which to approach the 
studied posthole features at El Flaco, the contemporary ethnographic sources from the 
Amazon showed a lesser degree of similarity. These sources are not so much focused on 
the building traditions behind the formation of the structure, which lies at the basis of 
understanding posthole feature configurations in the archaeological record. In fact, the 
Caribbean architectural mode provided the most insight into the configuration of the 
postholes, whereas the information extracted from the ethnoarchaeological studies by 
Mans (2012) and Duin (2009) provided more insight into the overall spatial relation of 
structures to other habitation elements. The proportions in which each consulted source 
contributed towards the conceptualization and interpretation of the other two features 
is similarly variable depending on the feature. The informal study of the contemporary 
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cases presented in chapter 5 provided an important contribution to the interpretative 
visibility with respect to several aspects relating to structures and hearths, and more 
limitedly to mounds. It furthermore provided an interesting perspective on what 
characteristics of pre-colonial villages might not be visible in the archaeological record, 
such as driplines or gutters.  
 
Although the conceptualization of the individual features was greatly helped by consulting 
the sources that enhanced the interpretative framework, the overall spatial association 
between the studied features was primarily conceptualized based on the contemporary 
ethnoarchaeological studies by Mans (2012) and Duin (2009), of which the parameters 
are listed in Table 2. This distinction is interesting to note and emphasizes that 
archaeological features cannot be studied in complete isolation if we are to understand 
their role in the development of a village through time and space. For example, at El Flaco 
it has become evident that the levelled and mounded areas are inextricably intertwined 
in the daily activities that went on at the site. This study has tentatively identified, for 
instance, that the levelled cooking area is associated with the earthen wall and that these 
were most likely in use contemporaneously. First, this is evidenced by their spatial 
association. Second, the stratigraphic content of the mounded areas informs on activities 
that went on in the levelled area. With regards to the interpreted posthole feature 
configuration of the habitation structure, it is likely that this structure was spatially 
associated with another mound at the site. Furthermore, it has demonstrated that these 
two taskscapes in effect were spatially separated at El Flaco, in contrast to the indications 
of the interpretative visibility.  
 
By means of the innovative approach adopted, the current study has demonstrated the 
merits of an explicit implementation of ethnographic information in the conceptualization 
and interpretation process of an archaeological record. However, archaeologists must 
remain vigilant that the interpretative visibility should function to inspire interpretations 
rather than to impose principle ‘truths’ on archaeological data. Only then can 
ethnoarchaeological methodologies move beyond the criticisms that associate them with 
colonialist narratives of the past.  
 
7.4. Directions for Future Research 
There are several aspects of the research presented in this study that would be interesting 
to investigate further. First, with regards to the contrastive methodology, it would be 
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interesting to conduct a more formal ethnographic study of present-day living situations 
in the northwestern Dominican Republic. By studying, for example, the cases presented 
in chapter 5 in more detail and over a longer period of time, it would be possible to 
document more accurately the additions, demolitions, and repairs of habitational 
elements, as well as their use and potential changes of use through time. This information 
would then have the potential to provide archaeological research with a set of 
conceptualizing tools that inspire and support the interpretation of the archaeological 
record in the region. Since these tools would be developed in the modern state of the 
same landscape in which the deep past is studied, they are contextually more relevant 
than conceptualizing tools developed elsewhere.  
 
The more locally focused ethnoarchaeological analysis of present-day living situations in 
the region can be extended to other islands in the Caribbean. This has the potential to 
provide a higher level of resolution with respect to locally evolving construction customs 
and living traditions. In this respect, the approach can also emphasize the individuality of 
Caribbean islands by highlighting their differences. This would be an especially interesting 
approach if the ethnographic study could be focused on a modern community that self-
identifies with their pre-colonial predecessors. Not only would this shed light on perceived 
continuities of practice, such as have already been tentatively identified in the region of 
El Flaco, it would also provide the opportunity to identify formally what the results of 
globalization processes are with respect to the layout and elements of the habitation area, 
and exactly how these have been incorporated into local culture and traditions.  
 
With respect to the specific contrastive study of the archaeological record at El Flaco with 
the conceptualizing framework presented in this thesis, it would be interesting to extend 
it in one or two ways. First, with the intention to understand local place-based taskscapes, 
the methodological parameters could incorporate all features that fall into one feature 
category at the site. For instance, rather than considering one example of a levelled unit 
with posthole features, the integration of all posthole features in all levelled areas 
excavated at El Flaco has the potential to provide a more meaningful interpretation of the 
construction and dynamics of structure building that occurred at the site. Not only would 
this contribute to our understanding of the spatial and temporal development of the site 
in its entirety, it would also provide the research with an in-depth knowledge of building 
practices at a local level. In turn, this knowledge could provide archaeological studies of 
other pre-colonial village sites in the region with a specified conceptualizing framework. 
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If this approach was adopted for multiple feature categories, such as hearths, mounds, 
and burials, the integration of the results and the analysis of spatial interrelation between 
and amongst the various features could contribute to a more accurate interpretation of 
the development and dynamics of the pre-colonial village throughout its occupation use.  
 
Furthermore, the data gathered at El Flaco in combination with a specific aspect of the 
research by Mans (2012) has the potential to fill a gap in the Caribbean architectural mode 
that is often difficult for archaeologists to reach conclusions about. This pertains to the 
identification of the height of pre-colonial structures for which the evidence in the 
archaeological record of the Caribbean only consists of posthole features. As Mans (2012, 
51-54) has identified, specific somatic lengths correspond to the depth of the foundation 
holes, the above-ground height of posts, and their function within structure 
configurations. Archaeologists at El Flaco have recorded posthole feature diameter and 
depth. Comparing the archaeologically recorded diameters and depths of posthole 
features to the somatic lengths of posts provided by Mans might produce intriguing 
results with respect to height and function of posts that once stood in the archaeologically 
documented posthole features. A careful analysis of these results has the potential to 
shed light on the heights of the structures encountered at pre-colonial sites.  
 
 
7.5. Conclusion 
This research has presented a pilot investigation where an ethnoarchaeologically 
informed contrastive methodology was focused on interpreting the dynamics and 
developments of the pre-colonial site of El Flaco in the northwestern region of the 
Dominican Republic. To understand these village dynamics and developments, the study 
focused on three key features encountered in the archaeological record. These included 
posthole features, hearth features, and mounds. By identifying these features as 
taskscapes (following Ingold 1993, 2000), which understands material manifestations to 
be the result of a set of specific human activities (or tasks), the individual analysis of each 
group of features was accommodated. The conceptualization and interpretation occurred 
on the basis of the ‘interpretative visibility’ (Mans 2012, 10, 179) shaped by consulting 
archaeological and ethnographic research focused on Indigenous lifeways in Amazonia 
and the insular Caribbean. To consolidate the interpretative visibility with the 
archaeological data at El Flaco, the study adapted methodological parameters extracted 
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from the ethnoarchaeological studies by Mans (2012) in present-day Suriname and Duin 
(2009) in present-day Guiana.  
 
The research has identified several characteristics of the studied features that are unique 
to the archaeological record at El Flaco. It has also recognized spatial correlations between 
the studied features. This knowledge contributes to the understanding of village dynamics 
and developments through time and space. It sheds light on how to make sense of an 
archaeological record that spans several generations of human occupation and defines 
how the consequent ebb and flow of pre-colonial village life can be understood from and 
ethnoarchaeological perspective.  
 
Furthermore, this research adopted an innovative approach in combining ethnographic 
and archaeological information to understand village development and dynamic. The 
explicit implementation of ethnographic information in archaeological studies of the pre-
colonial Caribbean has been lagging behind, mostly due to its association with colonialist 
narratives of the past. The current pilot investigation has demonstrated its merits. Finally, 
the body of ethnographically documented present-day living situations and traditions in 
Hispaniola and other islands is slowly growing (e.g., Pesoutova and Hofman 2016; Jean 
forthcoming; Prieto Vicioso 2007, 2016; Stancioff 2018), but there remains a gap in 
knowledge, especially with respect to the construction methods and building traditions 
lacking in modern-day ethnographic data from Hispaniola. Here, the application of a 
contrastive methodology to the interpretation of the archaeological record at El Flaco has 
started to fill this gap.  
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Abstract 
 
Ethnoarchaeological studies in the pre-colonial Caribbean are limited. This research 
presents a pilot investigation that employs an innovative approach to understanding the 
spatial and temporal developments of the Late Ceramic Age site of El Flaco, northwestern 
Dominican Republic (excavated in the context of the ERC-synergy project Nexus1492: New 
World Encounters in a Globalising World), through the study of three key features: 
postholes, hearths, and mounds. These are material manifestations of past human 
activities and inform archaeologists on issues of structure building activities, cooking 
activities, and the myriad activities that result in the stratigraphic build-up of mounds.  
 
Following Ingold (1993, 2000), this research approaches each sample of studied features 
as a place-based taskscape. This allows each feature to be studied separately, as well as 
in relation to each other. To subsequently arrive at a well-informed interpretation, the 
archaeological record is conceptualized with the use of an interpretative visibility (sensu 
Mans 2012, 179). The interpretative visibility is developed and enhanced by consulting 
archaeological and ethnographic sources focused on the pre-colonial and modern 
Indigenous lifeways of Amazonia, as well as on archaeological sources focused on 
Indigenous lifeways of the pre-colonial Insular Caribbean. Moreover, it is supplemented 
by three informal ethnographic case studies of present-day living situations in the 
northwestern Dominican Republic. To translate the interpretative visibility to the 
archaeological record of El Flaco, methodological parameters have been extracted from 
the ethnoarchaeological studies conducted in modern Amazonia by Mans (2012) and Duin 
(2009). The interpretative visibility intends to function as a source of inspiration for the 
interpretation of the archaeological record of El Flaco. It does not intend to equate one 
with the other. 
 
By contrasting and comparing the interpretative framework with the archaeological data, 
using the methodological parameters extracted from the studies by Mans (2012) and Duin 
(2009), this research has developed meaningful interpretations of the spatial 
interrelationships and developments of the features studied. The analysis of posthole 
features confirms the presence of a large habitation structure that was periodically 
repaired or perhaps fully rebuilt over time. Hearth features evidence a use in both 
domestic and ritual spheres and are characteristically different dependent on their use. 
 135 
Finally, the stratigraphy of the mounds attests to both long- and short-term activities that 
take place on the mounds, such as the burning of trash, or elsewhere at the site, such as 
the building of new structures. The results of this study successfully contribute towards 
the understanding of the dynamics and developments of the pre-colonial village of El 
Flaco through space and time. 	  
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